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ABSTRACT 
 The Ak-Chin Indian Community is a small community in southern Arizona 
comprised of roughly one thousand O’odham. The indigenous language of Ak-Chin is the 
’O’odham ñeo’okĭ, O’odham language, however in recent decades speakers of this 
language have begun to sharply decline. Due to a variety of sociological factors in 
interacting with the dominant colonial society, the people of Ak-Chin have begun a shift 
toward the predominant use of English in daily affairs. The goal of this thesis is to 
investigate the societal factors that have led to the decline of the O’odham language in 
Ak-Chin and to examine language policy and planning principles and practices which 
may serve as examples for the Ak-Chin community to re-establish a strong connection to 
their heritage language. 
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DEDICATION 
‘Am ve:s ha-ve:hejeđ g ‘Akǐ-Ciñ ‘am ki:kam. Matt ’ep o ’i vamigĭ g t-ñeo’okĭ k o s-
gevkam ’ua’agcugad ’im ab mu’i ’a’idag ’oidam.  
(For all of the people of Ak-Chin. May we reawaken our language and carry it strongly 
for many years to come.) 
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CHAPTER 1  
1 THE AK-CHIN INDIAN COMMUNITY 
 The Ak-Chin Indian Community is comprised of Tohono O’odham and Akimel 
O’odham (Pima) peoples occupying a reservation of almost 22,000 acres of land in the 
Santa Cruz valley in southern Arizona. The majority of Ak-Chin’s families trace their 
origins back to villages known as “parent villages” mostly located on what is now the 
Tohono O’odham Nation. Ak-Chin is often referred to as a “sister O’odham tribe” or one 
of the “Four Southern Tribes” of Arizona along with the Salt-River Pima Maricopa Indian 
Community, Gila River Indian Community and Tohono O’odham Nation. With a 
membership of just over 1,000, Ak-Chin is the smallest of the O’odham sister tribes both 
in number of tribal members and size of reservation yet shares a common language and 
cultural identity with the aforementioned O’odham tribes as well as the O’odham 
occupying traditional territory in what is now Sonora, Mexico.  
 Once the Ak-Chin people were firmly established in their current location, the 
O’odham language was still in vigorous use. With more and more contact with English 
speaking leaders and representatives from the United States government and the Bureau 
of Indian Affairs during the time from resettlement of the area of Ak-Chin to the 
establishment of the Ak-Chin reservation in 1912, English became a necessity for those in 
leadership positions among the Ak-Chin people. However, this necessity did not seem to 
supplant the usage of the O’odham language at the community level. The major language 
of the community and that of its traditional leadership was O’odham. People still lived 
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their lives in this language and the growing English speaking community in the nearby 
area was not a major linguistic concern at this point in Ak-Chin’s history.  
 With increasing contact with the English world and the advent of a movement 
toward federal recognition, O’odham leaders needed to be bilingual more than ever. 
Those who received a relatively advanced Western education and developed a confident 
level of bilingualism in O’odham and English were seen as the most reliable people to 
serve as a spokesperson. In this era, the spokesperson was known as the “ñeo’okĭ 
uacugdam” or the language carrier. This person did not have plenary power over the 
people but instead served as a liaison between the Ak-Chin people and the governmental 
representatives. This person was still chosen through the traditional practice of males in 
the community convening to discuss the community affairs and to choose a person to 
speak on our behalf.  
1.1 History of O’odham Language Use in Ak-Chin 
 The original bloodline of the current Ak-Chin Community can be traced back to 
“parent villages” where our ancestors originated before venturing out to find new farming 
land. These villages are located in the northwestern areas of the Tohono O’odham Nation 
in the Hickiwan district and San Lucy district. Ak-Chin was permanently settled in the 
1870s and due to its close proximity to the Gila River Indian Community just north, 
intermarriage between Tohono and Akimel O’odham began to give rise to a new identity 
within the O’odham cultural continuum: Ak-Chin O’odham. Ak-Chin O’odham identity 
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is very much characterized by the recognition of ancestry from both the Desert and River 
people and this blending of O’odham communities is still seen in our customs and 
particularly in our language. The Ak-Chin O’odham dialect incorporates linguistic 
influences from both Akimel and Tohono dialects and serves as an example of a distinct 
O’odham identity. 
 O’odham was used in all aspects of Ak-Chin life until recently. Elders recall their 
formative years and the exclusive use of the O’odham language to communicate their 
thoughts, wishes, experiences and dreams. The O’odham language also predominated 
religious life in Ak-Chin. Largely a Catholic community, Ak-Chin’s first missionary - 
Father Antonine Willenbrink - arrived in the early half of the twentieth century. 
Willenbrink was a native of Missouri and served various Native American communities 
in New Mexico and Arizona. The majority of his career was spent among O’odham 
speakers in Ak-Chin and the Gila River Indian Community. So strong was the language 
during this time in history, Willenbrink took up the task of learning the language fluently. 
Willenbrink even translated various religious texts into O’odham and in 1935 became the 
first person to publish religious texts in O’odham. Whether he realized it or not, 
Willenbrink aided in the effort to curb the effects of assimilation by accommodating to 
O’odham speakers rather than expecting them to accommodate to his native language. 
Father Willenbrink’s work in the promotion of language in religion, however, could 
ultimately not stop the stave off the shift to English among the Ak-Chin O’odham 
forever. Outside of Ak-Chin, a large body of work has been done on the O’odham 
language dating back to the early 20th century. Fluent first language O’odham speakers 
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Jose Lewis Brennan and Juan Dolores were early pioneers in recording O’odham oral 
literature and deciphering O’odham linguistic features in published texts (Hewitt, 1897; 
Dolores, 1913). During this time period an impressive body of work detailing Akimel 
O’odham customs and language were researched and published by Frank Russell in a 
volume that included O’odham terminology for a myriad of cultural O’odham items and 
practices, traditional O’odham names and stories written in both O’odham and English 
(1908). In the mid-1900s, linguists and anthropologists carried on the tradition of 
working with O’odham speakers and cultural informants to document O’odham language 
and culture. John Alden Mason published “The Language of the Papago of Arizona” in 
1950, a linguistic sketch of O’odham language structures. Anthropologist Ruth Underhill 
(1936) published a large body of work related to O’odham customs and history. Much of 
her work included transcribed O’odham interviews followed by their English translations. 
Anthropologist Donald Bahr (1974) worked closely with O’odham speakers to research 
O’odham life ways and followed the tradition of presenting information first in O’odham 
followed by transliterated English texts. Bahr’s work resulted in volumes pertaining to 
traditional O’odham medicine, singing and religious views. In the second half of the 20th 
century, linguists such as Ofelia Zepeda, Madeleine Mathiot and Dean and Lucille Saxton 
worked tirelessly to produce O’odham language resources still in use today. Zepeda 
(1983), a native O’odham speaker, published the first teaching grammar of the O’odham 
language while Mathiot (1973) published a dictionary of colloquial O’odham language. 
Dean and Lucille Saxton (1983) worked with O’odham speaker Susie Enos to produce a 
widely available O’odham dictionary as well as helping to transcribe and translate 
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traditional O’odham stories into English and biblical texts into O’odham. In recent times 
ethnobiologist Amadeo Rea (1997) worked with Gila River O’odham speakers to produce 
impressive volumes detailing O’odham flora and fauna with their O’odham names and 
uses. Although these works have provided O’odham speakers and learners alike with 
tools to read, write and speak their language they have almost all exclusively been 
produced with the help of speakers from communities outside of Ak-Chin. To date there 
has been no widely available and comprehensive volume of work outlining the Ak-Chin 
O’odham dialect and some Ak-Chin speakers express a sense of reticence at relying too 
heavily on works that do not deal specifically with the Ak-Chin O’odham language.  
 Community members often lament that their number of language speakers has 
fallen dramatically in recent years. Of the membership born after the late 1980s, very few 
exist who can understand the O’odham and even less who can speak it. It is frequently 
told that in decades as recently as the 1960s and 1970s, O’odham was ubiquitous in daily 
life. Tribal members recount that everything they did, from playing with friends to chores 
in the home, they did it all in the O’odham language. However, over the years the 
language began to be taught less. Many Ak-Chin community members favored teaching 
their children English first so they may have an advantage in the public school system 
serving Ak-Chin, which was and continues to be wholly taught in English. This was an 
“advantage” that many older generations were not afforded and paid heavily for in their 
school experiences. Many suffered from psychological trauma after being told their way 
of speaking was inferior and uncivilized and some even suffered from physical 
punishment for speaking their only known language. Although times have changed, the 
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cultural scarring of this era remains on the minds and hearts of many Ak-Chin members, 
hindering them from passing the language along to younger generations.  
 It was, and in some instances still is, a prevalent belief in Ak-Chin parents that 
learning more than one language will hinder their child’s language skills in any other 
language they have to learn. In the case of Ak-Chin, the children’s Engish abilities would 
be decelerated if these children were also to learn O’odham. Teresa McCarty et al. point 
out in the article “Re-emplacing Place in the Global Here and Now: Critical Ethnographic 
Case Studies of Native American Language Planning and Policy," the practice at the 
Navajo Puente de Hozho school where children are encouraged to learn Navajo alongside 
English as well as Spanish. The reason for this is that the school seems to believe in a 
balance between heritage and communicative advantage for the world outside the 
boundaries of the Navajo nation. (McCarty, Nicholas, & Wyman, 2012) 
 Many in the community of Ak-Chin point to the decline in O’odham usage in 
general as having taken place roughly at the beginning of the 1980s. This generation was 
the first to be raised exclusively with the English language and the families they would 
go on to establish were also deprived of their heritage language as it was no longer being 
rigorously taught through social interaction.  
 Leona Kakar, however, believes that the shift toward English in governmental 
affairs may have begun even earlier. With the first Council formed in 1961, Ak-Chin set 
off to reevaluate its internal and external affairs. Whereas in the years prior to the 
adoption of the constitution in 1961 much of the Ak-Chin land was leased to non-Indian 
farmers, the new Community Council engaged in the process of terminating those leases 
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and disallowing any non-tribal members to continue to plant fields within the Ak-Chin 
Community. The Council then turned the vacant plots into a farming business venture 
that continues today. This laid the foundation of Ak-Chin being considered a farming 
community, and also began the process of hiring and consulting with business 
professionals and farm managers from outside the community. Kakar uses the example of 
the first Ak-Chin Farm Manager, an Anglo man, who was unable to speak O’odham to a 
staff that was not comfortable speaking English. This practice of contracting non-tribal 
member employees unable to speak O’odham could, by some, be seen to have set in 
motion the idea that it would be easier and more convenient for the O’odham speaking 
inhabitants of Ak-Chin to accommodate to the linguistic needs of their new hires, than for 
these individuals to learn the language of their employer. This type of occurrence 
between colonial and indigenous languages and the superior-inferior complex that have 
developed between them throughout many parts of the Americas may have been the root 
to this dynamic in Ak-Chin. 
1.2 Language Policy Defined 
 Language planning and policy are often difficult to describe and for many they go 
hand in hand. Of the many proposed definitions, this paper will focus on the definition 
put forth by professor of linguistics at University of Pennsylvania, Harold F. Schiffman, 
as “a cultural construct resting primarily on other conceptual elements, belief systems, 
attitudes, myths; the whole complex that we are referring to as linguistic culture, which is 
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the sum totality of ideas, values, beliefs, attitudes, prejudices, religious structures, and all 
other cultural “baggage” that speakers bring to their dealings with language from their 
background” (Johnson). This is an apt definition as it pertains to the idea of language in 
Ak-Chin being of a holistic nature and without boundary within traditional and O’odham 
contemporary society. Another definition proposed by James Tollefson, professor 
emeritus of the University of Washington specializing in language policy, is described as 
the “one mechanism for locating language within social structure so that language 
determines who has access to political power and economic resources. Language policy 
is one mechanism by which dominant groups establish hegemony in language 
use.” (Johnson). This definition is more aptly applied to the United States approach to 
language policy and planning as it pertains to Native American and Alaskan Native 
communities and nations.  
 The origins of the field of language planning and policy was born out of the 
necessity to assist post-colonial and developing nations in the 1960s in solving linguistic 
problems at the public and political level. As a result of this necessity, two main fields of 
work formed. The first was the research, development and production of written corpus 
materials such as dictionaries and orthographies which might help guide speakers and 
writers in multi-lingual communities whose indigenous language may not have otherwise 
previously made use of orthographical means of communication. The second field of 
work and interest concerned the idea of “official” languages, and confining language use 
to areas such as media and school instruction. (Sallabank). Of these two areas, the Ak-
Chin O’odham language has experienced varying levels of corpus planning. Dictionaries 
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exist but are mainly assigned what many call a “Tohono O’odham” or “Papago” dialect 
and to date no extensive dictionary work has been done to record the dialect of the Ak-
Chin language. Orthographic work has been undertaken and mostly borrowed from our 
O’odham neighbors to the South with the Alvarez-Hale O’odham Orthography being 
used as the de-facto orthography of Ak-Chin with slight changes to reflect the local 
dialect. Both of these practices of using a “Tohono O’odham” dictionary and orthography 
in teaching and recording language have been somewhat controversial to some members 
who, although recognizing shared lineage with villages of the Tohono O’odham Nation, 
often prefer to distinguish themselves as Ak-Chin O’odham and reject being grouped into 
part of the larger Tohono O’odham Nation. This issue is at its core a political one rather 
than linguistic.  
 The ideology of the United States government was that all Native American 
groups and nations adopt the English language as their everyday form of communication, 
not only with the ‘outside world’ but also amongst one another. A policy of assimilation 
was adopted and maintained for roughly a century beginning the late nineteenth century. 
This policy aimed at taking the education of Native children out of their respective 
communities’ hands and placing the children in US government run schools meant to 
replace traditional language and lifestyle with that of the Anglos. Kelsey Klug writes in 
Cultural Survival Quarterly, “In these institutions, children were severely punished, both 
physically and psychologically, for using their own languages instead of English. These 
experiences convinced entire generations of Native people that their children would be 
better off learning to speak only English. Hoping to spare their children the pain they 
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once went through, parents stopped passing their languages on to their children, and 
thereby stopped creating fluent speakers of those languages.” (“Native American 
Languages Act: Twenty Years Later”). Later in the 1970s, United States policy toward 
Indian education began to change with the passing of the Indian Education act and the 
Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act which provided tribes with more 
autonomy in education their children. This opened the door for new language planning 
and policy respecting tribal languages in educational settings, but was complicated by the 
ever present aftermath of historical trauma in Native American communities who were at 
that time not far removed from the assimilationist era in the United States. (“Native 
American Languages Act: Twenty Years Later”). Nearly twenty years after the reform in 
Native American education policy in the United States, a new act was passed in 1990, the 
Native American Languages Act, which acknowledged the United States shared 
responsibility to ensure language survival among Native American peoples. This act was 
later amended in 1992 to provide for a grant program to assist Native communities in 
their language revitalization efforts. Further funding was also provided in 2006 with the 
Esther Martinez Native American Languages Preservation Act which provided funding 
specifically for “language nests and survival schools, master-apprentice programs, 
immersion camps, curricular development and teacher training, and language classes for 
the parents of students enrolled in such programs.” (“Native American Languages Act: 
Twenty Years Later”). Although the inclusion of nation wide policy favoring Indian 
education and Native American language revitalization are big steps in the right direction 
toward sovereignty and away from assimilation, there still exist various problems in 
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implementation. Of the successful planning in Native American language curriculum and 
instruction, the efforts are confined usually to “specialty” schools who adopt as their goal 
the immersion of students into their tribal languages. The immersion setting as proven to 
be one of the, if not the only, standards in successful language acquisition in the school 
setting. These schools are not the majority and are often located within the boundaries of 
Native reservations, where the minority of Native Americans reside. This language 
planning in the educational setting often does not extend, or at least in as successful 
manner as in immersion schools, to the broader state run public schooling system where 
Native students might only hope to take their traditional languages a course among many 
others in school. Another factor hindering language revitalization at the national policy 
making level is that of counter policies affecting Indian education, specifically the No 
Child Left Behind Act of 2001. The basis of the act was to provide greater equality in the 
American educational system. The act proposed to set the same expectations for all 
American students regardless of status, language and culture and encouraged English as 
the only basis of instruction. Although proponents of the act claimed to respect the 
position of Native communities in educating their children, the act was a direct blow to 
tribal sovereignty in that it would essentially override previous cultural curricula in an 
effort to equalize students across the board. Many also considered this act a threat to 
cultural autonomy in that it aimed to move away from cultural teachings in the setting of 
Indian education and toward standardized educational goals for all American children. 
(Cohen, Allen)  
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 The No Child Left Behind Act may be seen to have directly affected educational 
practices in the Ak-Chin Indian Community’s Early Childhood Education Program in that 
English was regarded as the “standard” or otherwise more important in early childhood 
education. The Early Childhood Education Program located within the Ak-Chin Indian 
Community allows for bilingual education in the sense that major curriculum 
development is based in the English language and O’odham speaking teachers aides are 
on-site to repeat everything in the O’odham language. This is often ineffective as the 
O’odham speaking teachers aides have no O’odham based curriculum of their own to 
teach and in many cases are merely translating a westernized approach to education in the 
school, for example opting to sing English nursery rhymes in O’odham rather than 
sharing traditional O’odham songs or telling O’odham translated fairy tales of European 
origin rather than the traditional O’odham folk tales. An O’odham based approach to 
curriculum in Ak-Chin’s Early Childhood Education Program is often at odds with the 
state mandated English based curriculum taught to children attending the school.  
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CHAPTER 2 
2 LOSING OUR LANGUAGE 
 A necessary element of language revitalization is understanding historical events 
that led to language loss and the effects it causes in communities whose languages are 
either seriously threatened or have already been eradicated. The relationship in which Ak-
Chin found itself with the dominant United States English imposed society was that of a 
hegemonic relationship. This type of relationship is described by T. K. Oommen in his 
work, “State Versus Nation in South Asia: Linking Language and Governance," as one in 
which the dominant language community forces the subordinate language community to 
conform and assimilate. Those that remain resolute to guard their language are then 
coerced into accepting a lower social status. (Oommen, 2001) And so Ak-Chin, much like 
most Native groups and nations in the United States, has a long history of suffering 
through cultural genocide as a result of policies set in place by the United States 
government. Of these, education of the Ak-Chin people founded strongly in a 
Westernized environment and from a Westernized epistemology has had disastrous 
effects on the Ak-Chin people, their traditions and their language. Interestingly, however, 
in contemporary times education is not viewed to be a negative factor or aspect in the 
lives of the Ak-Chin community today. On the contrary, Ak-Chin residents benefit from a 
tribally funded education program that provides financial aid and scholarships to Ak-Chin 
students of all ages. It is interesting that the form in which many elders in the community 
were educated has not widely been denounced by Ak-Chin people today, Westernized 
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educational practices at their core have not received any negative connotations. Older 
forms of education, nonetheless, have contributed alongside growing English speaking 
encroachment on the boarders of the Ak-Chin community to the decline in O’odham as a 
primary form of communication. Many have switched to English for the sake of their 
children believe their way in the world would be made easier with fluency in the 
dominant language of English. Of course, this has proven to cause negative side-effects in 
contemporary Ak-Chin society as the loss of language has also signaled the loss of 
traditional beliefs, food systems, social protocol and Indigenous leadership expectations.  
 Teresa Evans-Campbell, in her article “Historical Trauma in American Indian/
Native Alaska Communities: A Multilevel Framework for Exploring Impacts on 
Individuals, Families, and Communities," describes historical trauma as “collective in 
that many members of a community view the events as acute losses and experience 
corresponding reactions” (320). Evans-Campbell goes on to say that, “events occurring at 
different time periods come to be seen as parts of a single traumatic trajectory.” In the 
case of the people of Ak-Chin, the historical trauma of language loss traces its roots to the 
educational and vocational pressures felt by O’odham speakers to linguistically 
assimilate. This trauma is intergenerational in that it continued into following 
generations, with varying effects, all of which find their origin in the assimilationist 
educational policies forced upon O’odham speakers. The focus of the research presented 
within this paper is to identify how Ak-Chin could lose its language and what historically 
traumatic effects these have had on the community, as well as examining some solutions 
for the healing the trauma associated with language loss through the use of the Processes 
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of Colonization and Decolonization framework put forth by Poka Laenui in the book 
collaborative essays titled Reclaiming Indigenous Voice and Vision.  
 In Laenui’s Process of Colonization, the first step described is that of Denial and 
Withdrawal. Laenui explains this step as the abandoning of the indigenous culture by the 
indigenous people due to influence from the colonizing group. Indigenous groups begin 
to deny their heritage and choose the ways of the dominant colonizers as the standard. 
This can be seen in Ak-Chin with the switch to English over O’odham. English was 
considered a sort of “key” to the outside world. Many believe their children would 
prosper with knowledge of the English language and they would be better off for it. This, 
however, led to a sense of internalized oppression of the O’odham speaking generation. 
They, the fluent O’odham speakers, learned the ways of the colonizer as superior, they 
viewed themselves as inferior “within and through the constructs that defined us as 
racially and culturally subhuman, deficient and vile” (Poupart 87). Internalizing the 
feeling of racial, cultural and social inferiority, English seemed like a viable solution to 
counteract this feeling. The last fluent O’odham speaking generation began to project 
their feelings of inadequacy and inferiority in the eyes of the colonizer onto their children 
in creating a generation of native English speakers, beyond linguistic reproach in the 
English speaking society as they could not be faulted for unfamiliarity with the 
“superior” English language. Their children could now emulate the dominant English 
speaking society they had been taught to aspire toward. This led to the second stage in 
colonization, Destruction.  
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 Laenui describes the Destruction phase of colonization as a physical one, wherein 
the colonizer destroys physical representations of the indigenous culture. Although 
destroying physical representations of culture can definitely be seen in accounts of 
colonization in many Native communities, the act of Destruction in this paper will focus 
not on a physical representation of the indigenous, but on an abstract one; i.e., the 
destruction of the Indigenous self-image. In schools aimed at reforming the minds of 
Indian children to reflect the Euro-American way of thinking, it was common to find 
propaganda littering these institutions which discouraged Native children from pursuing 
their traditional ways of life. One such discouragement could be seen in widely 
distributed posters given to Native children which read, “Come out of your blanket, cut 
your hair, and dress like a white man” (Grinde 28). Native children were encouraged to 
become like the “white man” through the destruction of their traditional roles and self-
imagery as Indigenous peoples. This phase of Destruction can be tied into language loss 
as it meant the loss and destruction of traditional O’odham roles taught to Ak-Chin 
children through the use of language. As described by Ak-Chin oral historian, elder and 
native O’odham speaker, “I think that not knowing the language really affects how our 
children are taught. We try to teach them things like women’s roles or how a pregnant 
woman is supposed to take care of herself, but they don’t understand. And these younger 
ones who don’t know the language are now having their own kids and they have no way 
to teach them the roles because they don’t have the language themselves.” The roles and 
the subsequent image produced of what an O’odham was in the context of O’odham 
society had fallen to the wayside with the overtaking of the English language, which 
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resulted in the change in the structure of the O’odham family which is now often 
considered to be comprised of parents and children, in contrast with the more fluid and 
inclusive concept of familial relationships held in traditional O’odham culture. This also 
caused the shift in traditional societal roles and expectations such as women taking up the 
task of singing and teaching traditional songs to save the art, an art formerly reserved for 
O’odham men. The English language brought with it a Euro-centric culture which not 
only reshaped our tongues but also our minds and societies.  
 The third step in the Process of Decolonization is described as Denigration. 
Laenui describes this stage in colonization as the stage when the colonizer’s institutions 
“joint to denigrate, belittle, and insult any continuing practice of the Indigenous 
culture” (151). Laenui also goes on to talk about the colonizer’s need to invent and 
import “devils” or other symbols of evil to legitimize their claim of the innate inferiority 
and impurity of Indigenous cultural institutions. In the context of Ak-Chin’s experience 
with language loss, the colonizer’s “devil” or evil can be equated with the language and 
culture itself. Many O’odham were taught that the Indigenous, or the “O’odhamness," of 
their heritage was backwards or not as evolved as that of the colonizer. The O’odham 
language was considered “less” than the English language on which more importance 
was placed. The word “O’odham” even became synonymous in with “dumb” or “stupid”. 
It was and, still is to a certain extant, common to hear Ak-Chin people say, “I’m sure 
O’odham!” when making foolish mistakes. This is a way to denigrate themselves in the 
face of the colonizer, to use their own self-identifying name as a synonym of “stupid” is 
the ultimate denigration of a colonized people. This process of Denigration can also be 
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seen in the choice to teach English over the O’odham language. Many O’odham speakers 
“turned upon themselves” in their actions to distance themselves from their culture. This 
was a devastating choice and can be viewed as an act of misdirected retaliation for their 
negative experiences in the English speaking world as the root of this anger, “is at the 
oppressor, but any attempts at catharting anger to its root result in swift retaliation by the 
oppressor... safer to cathart anger on a family member...” (Poupart 90). In a system of 
institutionalized racism and oppression toward Native peoples, it was easier for O’odham 
speakers to channel the anger and pain of feeling inferior because of their culture to the 
family, more specifically, toward the children. Teaching children English was an attempt 
to “right past wrongs” and make up for the feelings of anger and pain, while providing a 
type of “cultural insurance," to safeguard the future generations.  
 The fourth step of colonization, according to Laenui, is Surface Accommodation. 
Laenui describes this Accommodation as the tolerable aspects of the Indigenous culture 
and society that cannot be eradicated. Even though their existence is a demonstration of 
resistance to Euro-centric societal pressures, these aspects of Indigenous culture are 
relegated to the position of “folklore," a name which for some carries connotations of 
inferiority or outdatedness. Within the language loss context of the Ak-Chin people, this 
Accommodation can be connected to the Ak-Chin practice of naming community 
buildings in O’odham. This practice can be viewed as a type of tokenism in that the 
naming of these buildings often includes a translation of the English into O’odham and 
written below and much smaller type than the English name on building signs throughout 
the community. This is a physical, albeit subconscious, representation of the superiority-
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inferiority complex in place between the English and O’odham language. The O’odham 
signage is often non-visible from afar as it is much smaller than the English wording, 
denoting English as a more important language, and its placement beneath the English 
wording lends to the idea that the O’odham language is lower or less than the English 
language. Furthermore, although community buildings have been given O’odham names, 
these names are not used in any official or informal contexts within the community. 
O’odham speakers in Ak-Chin even refer to these buildings by their English names more 
often than not when speaking O’odham amongst themselves. The use of the O’odham 
language, however, is a show of tokenism in that it provides a cultural demonstration of 
the Ak-Chin O’odham language, however it is often times only meant “for show”.  
 The last step of decolonization described by Laenui is that of Exploitation or 
Transformation. One form of Exploitation experienced by the Ak-Chin O’odham finds its 
root in the economic dependency of the Ak-Chin O’odham on the surround Anglo world. 
As many O’odham speakers believed their children would be better off speaking English 
to receive a good education, they also believed that learning English would help in the 
workforce. It was thought that if a child were to speak English as their first language, this 
would give them a big advantage in the job market outside of O’odham communities. 
However, the idea that O’odham must be sacrificed for the earning power of English 
finds its roots in the shift from a more traditional O’odham economy to the capitalist 
model introduced to the Ak-Chin O’odham by the colonizer. Within the Dependent 
Theory as it concerns Native peoples, Ak-Chin can be viewed as the dependent while 
urban areas such as the Phoenix metropolitan area is considered the controller. In this 
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context, Ak-Chin is an underdeveloped economy, entirely dependent on the developed 
economy of mainstream America. This affects issues of culture and language in that, 
“The more a country relies on foreign investment, political decisions, resources, and 
technology, the fewer important changes a country can make without approval of 
outsiders” (Gagné 366). Ak-Chin is then almost completely dependent on mainstream 
America which affords it few opportunities to assert full sovereignty. This dependence on 
the outside economy and reliance on the off-reservation workforce was one factor leading 
to the loss of the O’odham language in Ak-Chin. In today’s world, bilingualism is 
considered a plus on the job market. Still, though, many young O’odham see no value in 
the O’odham language in terms of finding jobs. The English speaking generation often 
feel that the O’odham language will be of no use as part of any job they may seek, and 
that fluent knowledge of English is much more valuable, as well as knowledge of another 
colonial language such as Spanish or French. Virtually no importance is given to 
Indigenous languages in the economic arena of many Ak-Chin O’odham lives, and with a 
reliance on capitalism with the bottom line being traced in dollars and cents, the earning 
power of the O’odham language is non-existent to most and therefore left behind for the 
English language.  
2.1 Past Language Revitalization Efforts in Ak-Chin 
 As a result of the worsening loss of language in Ak-Chin, the community’s Him-
Dak Eco Museum took up the work of researching language to formulate language 
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classes. This was done by interviewing various elders in the community about their 
knowledge related to specific topics such as time keeping, local flora and fauna, 
traditional foods, etc. These were compiled and later became the lessons with which the 
Eco-Museum began offering classes to community members. This was the beginning of 
the language revitalization movement in the Ak-Chin Indian Community. With the results 
of the language survey taken in 2004, a separate Ak-Chin O’odham Language department 
operating under the Cultural Resources department of Ak-Chin was formed. This 
department began to design classes for all community members from toddler to elderly in 
which students were to learn to speak, read and write in O’odham. Even with these 
advances in language revitalization in Ak-Chin, there still seems to be much more to 
accomplish. 
 According to the 2010 US Census, roughly 40% of Ak-Chin residents are 
speakers of languages “other than English”. This number accounts for any Spanish 
speaking residents and also compares relatively closely with the 33% figure found six 
years earlier by the Ak-Chin Cultural Resources Department Language Survey. Of these 
speakers, mostly middle to elderly aged, some self report an inability to speak English 
well which can affect their daily lives not only in interactions with the non-O’odham 
speaking world, but also in situations in their own community. Ak-Chin’s oral historian, 
Genevieve Miguel, remembers her experiences working with the Ak-Chin elders and the 
experiences they would have as fluent, native speakers of the O’odham language within 
the Ak-Chin community, “Sometimes when they go to doctor’s appointments, the elders 
don’t really understand what the doctor is asking them because they don’t really know the 
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English language well. When I worked with them and I would go with them to their 
appointments and they wouldn’t know what was going on...and once, one elder I 
interviewed said he would like the community council to hold their meetings in 
O’odham, which is something they don’t do, he was wanting it that way because he 
doesn’t really understand the English and can’t follow along with what they [council 
members] are talking about.” Ak-Chin’s clinic does not currently employee any O’odham 
speaking doctors or nurses, nor are the majority of public and official meetings for the 
Ak-Chin community held by the majority in the O’odham language. This results in 
members of the O’odham speaking group within Ak-Chin feeling alienated and separated 
in their own community in matters of official and public business for which a language 
policy recognizing the O’odham language in such contexts would benefit the O’odham 
speakers of Ak-Chin in recognizing their linguistic rights to use their first language in 
their home community. 
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CHAPTER 3 
3 CURRENT LANGUAGE PLANNING AND POLICY PRACTICES IN AK-CHIN 
 Thus far, the formation of the Ak-Chin O’odham language department seems to 
have been the only manifestation of any language policy or planning. The employees of 
the program were largely left to their own devices in researching, developing and 
producing language materials and courses. The Ak-Chin Language Department is present 
in the tribally based pre-school system, but in a limited manner as they are only meant to 
repeat English instruction in the O’odham language which can become difficult in areas 
of teaching that as yet have no O’odham language equivalent (ex. teaching basic English 
language pleasantries that do not exist in O’odham). As no other school exists on the Ak-
Chin reservation, the remainder of Language Staff efforts are confined to their own 
building (which is an old renovated and stationary trailer located in the old justice 
complex) and are completely voluntary. There are programs throughout the year offered 
to both Ak-Chin members and Ak-Chin employees, although attendance is low and were 
there a larger interest the Language Program building would not be able to accommodate 
class sizes larger than a dozen or so. Among those that attend regularly, the problems they 
encounter stem from inability to maintain the language outside of the classroom and 
inability to progress further in their learning. Due to cultural stigmas, there are many who 
have a desire to learn but lack courage to make use of the language in public settings. 
Also, as a result of little language planning, courses progressing in level and complexity 
have not been developed on behalf of those who must re-learn the same material year 
"23
after year. Many feel these problems can often be related to tribal bureaucracy where 
innovative language learning may sometimes be ignored or outright rejected by some in 
favor of more traditional language learning methods, which hinder efforts to reinvent the 
language educational system in Ak-Chin and keep it stagnant in the same practices it 
deems to be “tried and true”. These are also the same practices that fail to induce little 
more than a basic knowledge of counting, animal names and color identification in 
O’odham language students.  
 To begin with, the practice of bilingual education in language revitalization efforts 
has often been rejected and discouraged by many in the field. It is a popular method, 
however bilingual education’s aim is to promote English in addition to another language 
already used on a daily basis by the student outside of the educational setting. This 
method is often viewed as one used when a community does not have a strong will or 
ability to revive their language. It is also seen as providing only partial of language basics 
and does not lead to fluency (Grenoble and Whaley 55). Instead, a more viable approach 
and one endorsed by successful language programs is that of total immersion. A variety 
of models for total immersion exist, however the main objective in all is the creation of 
an environment where a given language is used at all times. Three major requirements to 
be met by successful immersion programs are that a community still contain a fluent 
native speaker population, the community by majority supports such a model, and the 
community has the financial means to achieve the model (Grenoble and Whaley 51). In 
the case of Ak-Chin, the first and last requirements can be met to varying degrees, 
however widespread support of such a method is sometimes met with suspicion from 
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older generations who still value the ability to speak English and fear that total immersion 
will hinder their children’s ability to speak “proper English” which is often seen as a 
necessity for survival in American society outside of the Ak-Chin Indian Community. 
However such methods can be useful in more than just teaching the language to a 
younger generation. Lizette Peter, in her article “Our Beloved Cherokee: A Naturalistic 
Study of Cherokee Preschool Language Immersion," suggests that language immersion 
programs can be beneficial to language views and trans-generational attitudes of 
language usage. Peter notes that parents participating in her research became 
overwhelmingly proud of their children’s ability to speak Cherokee with members of the 
community and cites that this boosted interest within the community to study and revive 
Cherokee, with community members often viewing the language essential to their 
Cherokee identity (337). 
 As it stands, there is no existing law or official tribal policy to enforce, require or 
otherwise promote the O’odham language in any context within the Ak-Chin Indian 
Community. Although it is common to hear the language in political spheres in other 
O’odham and various Native American communities, Ak-Chin council member, Robert 
Miguel, states, “There is not a stipulation in the Election Code that you need to speak and 
write in your language. . . Going to meetings with other tribal leaders the past two years 
I’ve witnessed many leaders who speak their language and address themselves in their 
language during introductions. So with that, yes I do believe leaders should know, 
understand, write and read their language but I feel they don’t need to be fully fluent, 
enough to have a conversation with your membership who do not understand the English 
"25
language.” There also exists no formal code, policy or tribal law which provides for the 
maintenance or promotion of the Ak-Chin O’odham dialect. Formally trained translators 
are non-existent and members who are not comfortable with their level of English must 
rely on the help of a family member to relay information in settings such as medical visits 
or legal proceedings. Language policy cannot only help revive a language but help its 
existing speakers by creating equal linguistic rights for any who may not be comfortable 
with their level of English.  
 Creating a language policy for Ak-Chin can be a strong assertion of linguistic 
rights. We will now look at a more in depth explanation of what linguistic rights are. 
According to UNESCO’s World Conference on Linguistic Rights, the lack of linguistic 
rights can be considered “imbalances” in areas of political, social, economic and cultural 
contexts where one language is oppressed, banned or otherwise discouraged and that 
these imbalances should be corrected to ensure development of all languages and 
linguistic peace for harmonious social relations. Within this declaration, many articles on 
what rights language communities should have are laid out, of these many can be applied 
directly to the unique situation in policy and planning in language revitalization. The first 
of these is article 9, “All language communities have the right to codify, standardize, 
preserve, develop and promote their linguistic system, without induced or forced 
interference.” Many Native American communities, Ak-Chin included, have only 
recently been afforded this fundamental linguistic right in historical relations with the 
United States. In modern times, assimilation and cultural oppression are for the most part 
no longer overtly enforced so as to eradicate indigenous American languages and cultures 
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as they were in the past. The Ak-Chin community now has the power to enforce in an 
official capacity the usage and importance of its language in social and political spheres. 
Many important steps in this direction have been taken, such as with the Language 
Department, but full representation of language rights in Ak-Chin has not been explored 
as of yet. 
 Language policy to protect, promote or revitalize the O’odham language and 
enacted by the Ak-Chin Council is non-existent. However, the majority of Ak-Chin 
leaders recognize the importance of the language. In 2015, for the purposes of 
researching language policy in Ak-Chin, four out of five of the current Council members 
responded to questions regarding the state of the O’odham language, the future of the 
O’odham language, its use in official affairs and their views toward the language in the 
community. Most responded that the language was an important facet of community 
identity, while some felt that not enough was being done to promulgate the language 
citing the society shift in English used in the majority of Ak-Chin homes where children 
who learn O’odham in the bilingual Ak-Chin Pre-School setting are not able to practice 
their language skills. Some felt that language policies to require or to prefer the use of 
O’odham in certain areas of leadership, such as with submitting one’s candidacy to be 
elected for Council, may deter some individuals who are not able to speak the language 
and thus may serve a negative purpose. Another interesting aspect of the survey was the 
discussion of fluency and how this is defined. Some answered that leaders should know 
at least some basic O’odham, but that fluency may not be necessary. Another responded 
that determining one’s fluency may prove difficult as there currently exists no tribal entity 
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responsible for such a task. Although there is an established language department, its 
primary responsibility is in teaching in the various community programs and in the 
community pre-school. The answers given by the Council member respondents are very 
telling of the direction the Ak-Chin community may be heading in the future. Will 
language play a vital role in future leadership? Or will a basic, passable knowledge be 
seen as sufficient to be an O’odham leader among the Ak-Chin people?  
 Current Vice-Chairman, Delia Carlyle, who recalls her ability to speak fluent 
O’odham until her time at an off reservation boarding school, says that O’odham in many 
instances is still of import to O’odham leaders today. Although she admits that it may not 
be used among the Council in Ak-Chin today, she has cited instances where leaders from 
other O’odham communities, namely the Tohono O’odham Nation, have shown 
preference in speaking O’odham with the Ak-Chin Council in certain leadership 
meetings.  
 Another instance in which leaders today may need competency in the O’odham 
language is that of working with Ak-Chin Elders on issues concerning Ak-Chin. There 
exists an unwritten expectation that Ak-Chin Elders be consulted and included on 
important decision that the Council is considering undertaking. When things such as 
issues related to Ak-Chin’s law and order code or the expansion of the Ak-Chin casino 
are discussed, many of the Elders who are fluent first language O’odham speakers — 
some of whom may not be confident in their English language skills — prefer that these 
meetings be conducted and discussed in the O’odham language. Carlyle has stated that in 
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these meetings, the use of translators in necessary to ensure understanding on the part of 
the Elders when they are met with leaders who may only speak English.  
 Both of these instances represent modern day situations in which O’odham 
language is an important form of leadership. But how do leaders, and potential leaders 
alike, view the O’odham language as related to their leadership duties?  
 Leona Kakar, a fluent speaker of O’odham, grew up during a time when all levels 
of society used O’odham exclusively in their day to day activities. She has seen the fall of 
the O’odham language to a place where only 30% of the population speaks the O’odham 
language and English is further strengthening its hold on the Ak-Chin community. Kakar, 
although doubtful that O’odham might fully return as the primarily language of 
communication, still feels that the loss of the language will possibly play a role in 
reducing the Ak-Chin culture to something recorded only in books and not passed 
naturally between generations. Delia Carlyle states, the language is an essential part of 
Ak-Chin identity. She feels that it is an inextricably intertwined aspect of tribal 
sovereignty to define us as a people. She also stresses the need for the language in the 
future of the language. She is optimistic that the future generations of Ak-Chin members 
will be able to speak O’odham within the boundaries of Ak-Chin and effortlessly switch 
to English with the non-O’odham speaking world.  
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3.1 Ak-Chin’s Leaders Weigh In 
 As an official policy in Ak-Chin would involve the endorsement of Ak-Chin’s 
leadership, it is important to understand the viewpoints of current leaders toward the 
O’odham language and its place in our society. Overall, although the O’odham language 
dilemma in many aspects is unique in the situation faced by the Ak-Chin Indian 
Community, it shares many similarities with other tribal communities and entities in the 
overt social control placed on tribal nations in an effort to dissuade members from 
traditional language use. Ultimately, however, the power to revive a language lies as 
much in policy and planning as it does in everyday community interactions. In her paper 
on Indigenous Youth as Policy Makers, Arizona State University professor of Linguistics 
puts the idea of policy and planning in the hands of the community, in particular in the 
interactions of the youth in tribal communities. She places emphasis on making the 
language “work” for today’s Indian youth and suggests longer lasting collaborations with 
tribal families to develop a successful language plan for revitalization. In this, the Ak-
Chin Indian Community would be benefit above all other policy and planning methods. 
As Ak-Chin council member Gabriel Lopez put it, “I believe it [O’odham Language] is 
important for the Community, to understand who we are and know where we come 
from...it needs to be spoken at home with the whole family.” This practice of speaking in 
the home would be especially beneficial to younger members of the Ak-Chin Community 
who often lack consistent language input. 
 The Ak-Chin Youth Council was formed in 2005 to bring together Ak-Chin youth 
from the ages of 13 to 24 to represent the younger generations of the Ak-Chin community 
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in leadership affairs. As Antonio Davis states, “the reason that the age limit is so high is 
that this is seen as a stepping stone to a position on the Community Council”. Davis says 
that the Youth Council helps prepare young Ak-Chin people for future roles as leaders by 
instilling in them a sense of duty and responsibility not only to their community but to 
their cultural heritage as well.  
 Davis worked with the Ak-Chin Language Department to translate the Youth 
Council application in O’odham to stress an emphasis on the language and encourages 
Youth Council members to introduce themselves in the O’odham language. During this 
time there has also been a push to use the O’odham term for the organization, Vecij 
Hemajkam Kokovnal (Young People’s Council).  
 Davis has also stated that the importance of language serves as a reminder that 
himdag (culture) overall is an essential part of the youths’ lives as they progress along in 
their careers and positions of leadership in the Community. He feels that there is a high 
priority placed on the language among the youth and of those who may not be fluent, the 
desire to know the language is definitely present. When asked about his feelings 
concerning the current trends in language loss (≈ 30% fluent, ≈ 70% little to no fluency) 
he believes that although the trend in fluency is slowly diminishing, the O’odham 
language stills serves an important role in identifying oneself as an O’odham regardless 
of fluency and hopes that the percentages outlined above will help encourage fluent 
speakers and non-fluent speakers alike to help reverse the current trend in language loss. 
 Taking steps to plan and adopt an official language policy in any language 
community is a difficult endeavor. In Ak-Chin, this task is mired in the long history of 
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colonialism and cultural oppression of the O’odham people. In Ak-Chin, records show a 
shift beginning to happen in the mid to late 1970s and early 1980s. In the 1970s some 
surveying was done in the Ak-Chin village to identify the educational goals and needs of 
the Ak-Chin people. This work was carried out by a scholar from Arizona State 
University and included issues on language. It was reported that roughly 88% of Ak-Chin 
homes at the time were O’odham speaking, with the remaining 12% using English as the 
primary home language (Wright, 51). These figures document the beginning of the shift 
toward English, one that would take only thirty years in which English would surpass 
O’odham as the common language of use within the community of Ak-Chin. Four out of 
the current five member Ak-Chin council were interviewed about language policies in 
Ak-Chin and all responded that here has been to date no law, resolution or policy set in 
place to promote the language or recognize the O’odham language in any official 
capacity. Some responded that such a policy would help solidify Ak-Chin as a sovereign 
entity with a separate language, that a language policy would send a positive message in 
the promotion and preservation of the O’odham language and that it could strengthen our 
cultural identity not only as O’odham but as O’odham from Ak-Chin with a distinct 
history and peoplehood in relation to the surrounding O’odham nations. Interestingly, one 
council member responded that to adopt the O’odham language as the official language 
of Ak-Chin and thus proceed with an official language policy for the people of Ak-Chin 
could cause rifts in relations with other O’odham groups stating that, “I was told that the 
language belongs to the people, not one tribe or community” (Lopez). This is a prevalent 
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idea held by many O’odham, and one that should be respected in deciding whether or not 
to proceed with any language policy or planning efforts for Ak-Chin.  
 There are some in the Ak-Chin community that feel that a return to the heritage 
language would bring about a renaissance in traditional life ways. In terms of leadership, 
this could be viewed in both a positive and negative light. On the one hand, Ak-Chin 
traditions outline a very structured and culturally relevant form of leadership. How 
leaders were chosen, what qualities they should posses, and how they would represent the 
community were taken into consideration in choosing a spokesperson. A revival in the 
language and culture could also set in motion a preference among the Ak-Chin people for 
those vying for leadership positions to be able to speak O’odham and have a solid 
understanding of the Ak-Chin O’odham ideals and values. On the other hand, as Ak-Chin 
progresses some forms of leadership have changed which include English only speaking 
leaders or the practice of including women in positions of power, an occurrence which 
was not commonplace or supported by tradition. Can the Ak-Chin people move forward 
with leadership rooted in O’odham epistemological views of leadership while 
simultaneously including or altering certain aspects of culture to become more inclusive?  
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CHAPTER 4 
4 INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE PLANNING AND POLICY BEYOND AK-CHIN 
 Although many Native communities are affected in various ways by national 
legislation, few have taken steps toward tribal policy or resolution to recognize the status 
of their languages in an official context. The Tohono O’odham Nation has officially 
resolved to recognize the O’odham language as the official language of the Nation and 
stipulates a greater and more meaningful presence of the language in the Nation’s 
education policy. The official resolution states:  
“...with respect for our first language the Tohono O’odham Nation declares the Tohono 
O’odham language as the official language of our people. The Tohono O’odham 
language is to be used as the official means of oral communication at any and all 
tribal councils, and all district, village, committee and board meetings as well as 
in any and all tribal and community functions and activities throughout the 
Tohono O’odham Nation. Other languages may be used as deemed necessary. 
Tohono O’odham Tribal Council 1986: 3.” (Adams, Brink)  
 The wording of this particular policy is important in that it recognizes only the 
O’odham language as the first language of the Tohono O’odham Nation. It also neglects 
to place importance on colonial languages such as English and Spanish, but recognizes 
that these may be useful and can be “used as deemed necessary”. This gives the people of 
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the Tohono O’odham Nation an opportunity to use their traditional language in every 
aspect of Tohono O’odham society without marginalizing those of the tribe who may not 
have been taught the language. This same type of policy can be applied to the people of 
Ak-Chin for their current language situation. 
 So far, the Tohono O’odham Nation is the only O’odham nation or community (of 
the “Four Southern Tribes”: Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indian Community, Gila River 
Indian Community, Ak-Chin Indian Community, Tohono O’odham Nation) which has 
officially adopted the O’odham language in the United States. Within the Ak-Chin Indian 
Community, no formal recognition of the language exists, and the establishment of any 
thereof is met with varying degrees of support and negative speculation. Ak-Chin council 
member, Robert Miguel, conveys his feelings on an official language policy as that the 
Ak-Chin people, “would benefit from one [language policy] because it would solidify 
that we are a lone community...For overall governmental identification as an identifiably 
self-sufficient/sovereign tribe it would help...it’s what will help in possibly revitalizing 
our language in the future.” However, on the other side of the language policy spectrum 
in the Ak-Chin Indian Community are those oppose or view tribal language policy/
planning in a more suspicious light. Gabriel Lopez, current Ak-Chin council member and 
fluent O’odham speaker, sees the O’odham language not as something to be regulated by 
tribal policy or resolution but as a fluid part of O’odham society belonging in the homes 
as it has traditionally been used. Lopez’s views local tribal language policy as “touchy” 
suggesting that other O’odham speaking tribes may object to an official stance in 
recognizing O’odham language in Ak-Chin. He also cites culturally sensitive practices 
"35
regarding language in policy making, “In my opinion, the O’odham language does not 
belong to one O’odham tribe or community. It is the language of the people, Gila River 
Indian Community, Salt River Pima Maricopa Indian Community, Ak-Chin Indian 
Community, Tohono O’odham Nation and the O’odham of Mexico.” Although Lopez 
does recognize that although he does not support official language policy, informal 
language planning in Ak-Chin leaves much to be desired of which he says, “our children 
are taught at the Headstart Program and in their adolescent lives through community 
programs, but as teenagers they seem to go away from it. If parents speak the language, it 
needs to be spoken at home to re-enforce it.” This lends to the idea that language policy 
and planning reform must be undertaken by tribes with the ability to do so.  
 One such undertaking to revitalize and maintain a Native American language is 
that of the Rough Rock Demonstration School, the fruit of a Navajo educational board 
signing a contract with the Bureau of Indian Affairs to begin a school that has traditional 
Navajo education and language at the core of its instructional methods. This was an 
unprecedented exercise in tribal sovereignty in regards to Indian education and language 
planning. The school was to have authority to direct the education of their students, as it 
would be a community based school. Courses in a myriad of subjects such as arts, adult 
education, and traditional medicinal knowledge were offered and class instruction was in 
Navajo. All of the very first students enrolled in the school spoke Navajo already, but 
were allowed to continue using their home languages in a public and educational setting. 
Another factor in this success was that the community at the time was relatively isolated, 
however, with more paved roads and access to outside areas, many of which were 
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overwhelmingly English speaking, the use of Navajo language among students began to 
decline. The school’s advantage then, was not necessarily in its isolated state, but in what 
conventions it provided Navajo speakers. They were allowed to reclaim their language in 
an academic setting which led to a greater performance in academics. Their linguistic 
morale was also raised, as the Navajo language gained more of a sense of importance due 
to its usage in and out of the educational setting. Another important outcome was that the 
school demonstrated how Native people could take control and incorporate traditional 
culture into an otherwise Western based educational system. These are very important 
factors that come into play when considering language policy and planning in indigenous 
communities where the traditional language is often relegated to use in private life and 
the idea of traditional language in school is a complex and sometimes controversial one. 
(Hornberger) 
 In the Ak-Chin model, such an educational institution is only possible in one of 
two settings; the Early Childhood Education Program or the Ak-Chin Language Program 
Classroom. In each of these settings, however, is missing one very important asset: local 
O’odham speakers trained as teachers. This is one asset that factored into the success of a 
tribally based school using Navajo as the language of instruction. Those who instructed 
the students were fluent Navajo speakers themselves. The O’odham speaking population 
is often confined to older generations, and of the younger speakers, it is unlikely they will 
have chosen to study education in their studies. Although the Ak-Chin Language 
Department is staffed by fluent O’odham speakers, none have been trained in education. 
Of the Ak-Chin Early Childhood Education Program, only one teacher is a local fluent 
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speaker. There exist clear boundaries in job duties between the two, and although a light 
amount of cooperation is engaged in to allow the O’odham language in the school setting, 
it is often the case that tribal departments do no wish overstep their bounds and perform 
another’s job duties. For Childhood Education teachers, this means not instructing 
children in O’odham when Language Department employees are present. For Language 
Department employees, this means not developing separate curricula based on O’odham 
cultural values when another is already in place. 
 Another issue to be considered in Ak-Chin’s unique linguistic situation and any 
resulting language policy is that of the orthographical aspect of language usage within the 
Ak-Chin community. Among O’odham speakers in the United States, there are two 
commonly used orthographies designed by linguistics working with the O’odham 
language. These are the Alvarez-Hale orthography and the Saxton orthography. The 
Alvarez-Hale system of writing was designed with the help of a native O’odham speaker, 
while the Saxton orthography was designed for ease of reading and writing for O’odham 
speakers already literate English, and so the Saxton model uses many American English 
orthographical conventions where the Alvarez-Hale model does not. Each of the 
O’odham nations in Arizona, with the exception of Ak-Chin, has adopted one of these 
writing systems in official situations. In Ak-Chin, there exists no resolution or law that 
recognizes any official writing system, however the Alvarez-Hale system is considered 
the de-facto writing method and by far the most common method of writing O’odham 
within the Ak-Chin community. Two major problems with the current practice of written 
O’odham in Ak-Chin is that writing is usually confined to use in Ak-Chin’s preschool and 
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language department, and although the Ak-Chin community has taken an informal and 
important step toward literary work in the aforementioned contexts, there is no standard 
or uniformity in the writing. O’odham writing in Ak-Chin is largely dependent on the 
individual writer, each often writing how the language sounds to his or her own ear. This 
has led to great variety in written materials, and causes confusion for the O’odham 
language learner that must adjust to each written variety when met with a new O’odham 
text. This also leads to problems in devising any curricula, language teaching materials, 
public notices, literary works, etc., as no dictionary or Ak-Chin based resource exists to 
help guide speakers in writing their language. This is especially important as every Ak-
Chin council member responded that having a uniform writing system would be 
beneficial for a variety of reasons, the most common among these is the ability to read 
signage posted throughout Ak-Chin in O’odham. Others, however, feel that writing is not 
as important a step in language revitalization as it is not “traditional” and the language 
should be used orally instead of in text form. However, the orthographical aspect of the 
O’odham language revival efforts can do more than just help a speaker in recognizing 
signage in Ak-Chin or providing for a uniform standard in producing future language 
teaching materials and curricula, it is an opportunity for the development and growth of a 
literary legacy in O’odham. 
 This has been evidenced with the Hualapai community of northern Arizona where 
literacy in the Hualapai language is confined to the context of schooling in the 
community. In their chapter of Indigenous Literacies in the Americas : Language 
Planning from the Bottom Up titled “Literacy for What? Hualapai Literacy and Language 
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Maintenance," linguists Lucille Watahomigie and Teresa McCarty describe the need for 
literacy in Hualapai as the “need to understand indigenous literacy as social and political 
action.” Writing in O’odham is an opportunity for Ak-Chin not only to revive the 
O’odham language, but it can be used to record indigenous O’odham thought and 
expression independent of Westernized ideologies. It is a chance for the people of Ak-
Chin in O’odham to put into words their view of the world surrounding them in stories, 
songs, poems, novels, etc. As Watahomigie and McCarty would be the case with the 
Hualapai community, writing in indigenous languages not only places value and 
importance on the language itself but also provides a tangible connection between a 
people and their language (107). This a connection echoed in a response given by vice-
chairwoman Delia Carlyle, “Although most of our history is done orally, it’s equally 
important to see what our words like when speaking or writing the language.” 
 One other such community facing much the same situation is the Cochiti Pueblo 
of New Mexico which has made the conscious decision to avoid using written language 
in their revitalization efforts. The Cochiti Pueblo speaks the Keres language, and as any 
orthographic representation of the language is considered “foreign," they have placed 
much more emphasis on the idea of learning the meaning of traditional symbolism. The 
Cochiti Pueblo culture and society has endured over one thousand years in their present 
homeland against various periods of colonization. This approach is at its core a sovereign 
approach to language planning and policy. The Cochiti Pueblo had witnessed the effects 
of non-traditional government as established in neighboring Pueblos, which took a once 
oral language and placed it in a finite space as one does in writing. This method was 
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rejected in favor of making an effort to return to “community usage," such as through 
community work days, social visiting and in traditional spiritual settings (Hornberger). 
These were also common occurrences in the Ak-Chin community, which have largely 
faded into history and with them any traditional public forum with which to practice and 
make use of the O’odham language. However, to date no formal education of traditional 
O’odham symbology has been undertaken.  
 The Ak-Chin Indian Community, however, could greatly benefit from a standard 
orthography, however, such a standardization would not be without its problems in a 
social context. Some O’odham speakers may be fiercely defensive of their dialect and 
resist standard orthography on the grounds that it would homogenize the language. 
Another possible outcome could be that of the development of the idea that there is a 
“wrong” or “right” language to be used (Grenoble and Whaley 154). O’odham 
individuals are often instructed to be respectful of differing dialects and to recognize that 
there is no “wrong” way to speak O’odham. Because of this, the aforementioned outcome 
could be used in opposition of standardization of an Ak-Chin orthography. However, 
thoroughly analyzing the benefits of a standard orthography may outweigh any doubts or 
suspicion about standardization. Standardizing an orthography in Ak-Chin can serve to 
unite speakers of different dialects into one language group while still respecting 
difference in speech. Both the English and Chinese writing systems are examples of this. 
Both the English and Chinese systems have largely been standardized but still allow for 
speakers of different dialects in the English example to communicate effortlessly with 
one another, and for speakers of wholly different languages in the Chinese case to 
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communicate amongst themselves with no difficulty (Grenoble and Whaley 152). These 
examples could serve as reasons to standardize the O’odham language in Ak-Chin. 
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CHAPTER 5 
5 CREATING A NEW PLAN FOR AK-CHIN 
 In analyzing and reviewing setbacks to language learning, four major recurring 
themes in language revitalization in Ak-Chin have been chosen as the most important and 
those on which a proper foundation for full language revitalization can be built. These 
are: O’odham language policy in Ak-Chin, review of language education practices in Ak-
Chin, dialect and standardization of O’odham in Ak-Chin and community attitudes 
toward language learning. It is hoped that with a solid basis in understanding these four 
areas, further work in the logistics of O’odham language revival can be undertaken.  
 One of the biggest steps that can be made to revitalize the O’odham language in 
Ak-Chin is to adopt a clear-cut language policy. This would give the people of Ak-Chin 
the opportunity to clearly define and outline their expectations for the O’odham language 
in the community. A policy would help define when, where, and how the O’odham 
language can be used, and will help establish linguistic rights for those in the community 
whose first language is O’odham. Above all, however, this step in adopting a policy is 
crucial because it will also analyze the community’s view of their language. Should the 
people of Ak-Chin bother to save their language, why or why not? With the 
overwhelming amount of English speaking influence surrounding and infiltrating the Ak-
Chin community, should the English shift be embraced for the betterment of the 
community and its future? These are, of course, issues to be discussed and decided upon 
by the Ak-Chin people themselves but they are issues at the forefront of the language 
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revitalization issue in Ak-Chin. In recent years, especially since the founding of the Ak-
Chin Language Department, there has been rigorous and omnipresent use of the term 
“language revitalization” and the stressed importance of saving the speech of our parents 
and grandparents. Yet, there has been little discussion as to why that is even important. At 
one point in our recent history, English was deemed necessary and perhaps even arguably 
more important than O’odham in terms of education and interaction with the “outside” 
world. It was certainly given precedence over O’odham, as evidenced by the emerging 
generations of fluent, monolingual English speakers in the Ak-Chin community. If this 
was the case as recently as three decades ago, what has changed? Whether realized or not, 
the sometimes conscious and sometimes unconscious shift toward English was a type of 
informal language policy adopted by the Ak-Chin people amongst themselves. It must 
also be mentioned, however, that this adoption of such a policy was often times 
involuntary. It can be argued, and often is by younger generations in Ak-Chin, that there 
was a clear decision to teach English over O’odham — and this is true — but the motives 
behind this decision are not always understood. Many of the last generations of fluent, 
native speakers of O’odham grew up during a time of overt and blatant racism and 
oppression of Native peoples and cultures in the United States. Discouraged, shamed and 
punished for speaking their first language, these O’odham speakers carried the scars of 
assimilationist and cultural cleansing practices well into their adult years which had a 
profound effect on their child rearing practices. Many O’odham speaking parents and 
grandparents in Ak-Chin relate their experiences in speaking O’odham in the home as 
children and the culture shock they experienced going to English speaking schools and 
"44
interacting with the surrounding English speaking society. These experiences were not 
always pleasant and they were, according to accounts given by Ak-Chin members, the 
main and most common impetus in teaching English to the younger generations. This in 
turn led to the younger generation’s feeling of deprivation and lack of cultural identity. 
Melanie Antone, Museum Technician for the Ak-Chin Him-Dak EcoMusuem, grew up 
with two fluent O’odham parents in the home and was never taught the O’odham 
language. In regards to her experiences in not learning O’odham she states, “ It hurt my 
feelings not learning our language. It was almost like they thought I wasn’t smart enough 
or good enough to learn the language, and I always wished they had taught me.” This 
dynamic serves as an example between two generations of O’odham people raised with 
different societal factors. In the case of Melanie Antone, there were no or significantly 
less societal pressures oppressing her heritage language as there were with her parents. 
This easing of tension in cultural assimilationist practices seems to have contributed to 
the younger generation of Ak-Chin’s ideals of their own informal language policy in the 
community — one of linguistic promotion and preservation, in contract to their parents’ 
policy of linguistic survival and suppression. In the realm of language planning and 
policy there exists a wealth of examples and suggestions to effective policies and 
planning procedures, however, languages are as unique and diverse as the people that use 
them. This is also true with the O’odham language in Ak-Chin, and before one can begin 
to suggest a policy, which is undoubtedly needed, one must first address the issue of Ak-
Chin’s history of informal language policy, i.e., the policies and practices adopted and 
employed in past times by the people of Ak-Chin. This is an essential step in analyzing 
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and understanding the varying sociolinguistic and sociopolitical dynamics in place among 
Ak-Chin’s people. 
 Another area in need of reevaluation is that of Ak-Chin’s language education 
practices. The current educational practices found in Ak-Chin concerning teaching our 
language are the bilingual presence of both English and O’odham in Ak-Chin’s 
Preschool. This is an excellent step in the right direction toward language revitalization, 
but its full potential as a catalyst of a successful revival of the O’odham language within 
the Ak-Chin community is not currently being realized.       
 Within Ak-Chin’s preschool, children up to the age of four are taught primarily in 
English. All the teachers in Ak-Chin’s preschool, with the exception of one, are not fluent 
O’odham speakers and all do not communicate with the children in O’odham. Ak-Chin’s 
Language Department has teachers on site daily to help in teaching the O’odham 
language to the children. There are two classes per age group, three year old and four 
year old, and there are two O’odham teachers on site. One is assigned to each age group 
and divides their time between the two classes in one class the first half of the four day 
week, and in the second class the last half of the week. This means that for two days out 
of the week, there is no O’odham language instruction whatsoever. When the O’odham 
teachers are in a particular classroom, they are encouraged to interact with children in 
O’odham, develop lesson plans to teach the children O’odham language and culture and 
to translate all information relayed by the English teacher into O’odham. There are, 
however, some issues with this mode of instruction. The first is that these guidelines in 
teaching O’odham are not always followed, and O’odham teachers may at times use 
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English with the children. In her experiences managing a bilingual education program for 
the Havasupai tribe in northern Arizona, linguist Leanne Hinton of UC Berkeley states, 
“there was a lack of immersion...with teachers and students alike constantly slipping back 
into English. Even with Havasupais, where everyone knew the language, teachers would 
start out in English...”. This, according to Hinton, hampered the Havasupai chances at 
developing true bilingualism in their children as one language was being used more 
frequently than the other (Bergman). This is also the case at Ak-Chin. One reason for this 
is simply a lack of any O’odham based curricula for the schools. Ak-Chin’s preschool is 
run based off a state mandated curriculum and set of requirements which ignore or give 
very little importance to any indigenous Arizonan culture or society. This, in effect, is a 
method of assimilation. Another reason for the reliance on English is the fact that there 
exist no vocabulary for certain terms or ideas outlined in the children’s curriculum. An 
example of this is in teaching children the nursery rhyme, “Jack Be Nimble”. The name 
“Jack," the candlestick in the rhyme, and the very concept and practice of nursery rhymes 
do not fit into an indigenous O’odham framework of child education. O’odham teachers 
are faced with these types of challenges on a daily basis and are often put in the position 
of having to “think on their feet," many times resulting in relying on the English term for 
ideas and concepts that have no translation. This practice is one of trying to fit the 
O’odham language within the boundaries of an English language curriculum and is, to 
date, ineffective. As part of the UNESCO Universal Declaration on Linguistic Rights, it 
is written in Article 25 that, “All language communities are entitled to have at their 
disposal all the human and material resources necessary to ensure that their language is 
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present to the extant they desire at all levels of education within their territory: properly 
trained teachers, appropriate teaching methods, text books, finance, buildings and 
equipment, traditional and innovative technology.” Article 25 of this declaration 
stipulates that all language communities, Ak-Chin included, have the right to an 
education in their language. This is exactly what is missing in the Ak-Chin community: 
education in the O’odham language. Within the United States, legislation has been 
approved to provide for the preservation of Native languages with the Native American 
Languages Act of 1990, of which SEC. 104 states, “It is the policy of the United States to 
(1) preserve, protect and promote the freedom of Native Americans to use, practice, and 
develop Native American languages.” Both the Universal Declaration on Linguistic 
Rights and the Native American Languages Act promote an idea of indigenous language 
based education that is not currently being taken advantage of by the Ak-Chin people. 
This type of education is essential not only in learning the O’odham language in Ak-
Chin, but also in learning and understanding the culture to which the O’odham language 
was tailored. One cannot learn language apart from culture. If the main culture and 
cultural practices being taught in the bilingual setting are those of foreign extraction, the 
language learning aspect then suffers as well.  
 Dialectal differences are perhaps the main and most commonly cited issue in the 
effort to revitalize O’odham in Ak-Chin. The O’odham language spoken in Ak-Chin is 
one of varying dialectal diversity. When the ancestors of Ak-Chin’s current residents 
arrived in the area, they came from various villages and dialect groups within the 
O’odham language continuum, mostly in what is today the Tohono O’odham Nation. 
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These dialects converged in Ak-Chin to produce a new, blended dialect of sorts but 
families were, and are, still known to maintain the linguistic features of their ancestors’ 
speech. When trying to teach the O’odham language, materials are often scrutinized for 
the way the language is structured, many O’odham speakers will say, “That's not how I 
say it. I didn’t learn it that way,” thus discounting the materials as dubious and unreliable. 
In many instances materials are not consistent and vary in vocabulary and phrase 
structure, reflecting the individual speech of those preparing such materials. Adopting a 
standard of the O’odham language for Ak-Chin has often been seen with skepticism. This 
is a phenomenon experienced by other indigenous groups in the Americas as well, 
namely the Academia de las Lenguas Mayas de Guatemala (ALMG), the language 
academy aimed at promoting the linguistic usage and rights of the Mayan languages in 
Guatemala. With the founding of the ALMG, disagreements in language standardization 
procedures occurred almost instantly. Many questioned the validity of the criteria used to 
decide what would be considered the official Maya on a wide range of subjects. As the 
Mayan language group is not one continuously uniform language, instead a grouping of 
related languages sometimes unintelligible amongst one another, some Mayan language 
groups broke away to form their own language academies due to discrepancies and 
disagreements in the standardization process, while others, mainly native Mayan 
speakers, often faulted the ALMG for their choice of vocabulary and language usage, 
considering their decisions “wrong” and their native speech patterns “right”. The 
standardization of the language by the ALMG also caused a rift in language communities 
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between language users considered as “purists” and language users who were open to 
linguistic “borrowing” from outside languages (Romero).  
 This same attitude can be seen in Ak-Chin in regards to a standard language 
variety. Differing O’odham dialects and English vocabulary alike are rejected in the 
maintenance of the O’odham language. There is an idea of the “Ak-Chin language” or the 
O’odham specific to the Ak-Chin region, further complicated the dialect problem in Ak-
Chin. For many Ak-Chin “purists," the language must reflect that of the language spoken 
in Ak-Chin before the shift toward English, and it must not borrow from any foreign 
language such as English, and to a lesser extent, Spanish. These “purists” would also like 
to maintain the respect for familial dialects in public and private spaces. With this in 
mind, there must then be a balance between the consistency desired by learners of Ak-
Chin O’odham, and respect demanded by the Ak-Chin O’odham speakers while also 
maintaining a sense of unity among the community. This task is not an easy one, but must 
be undertaken to ensure the unique linguistic situation in Ak-Chin is to be left in tact.  
 A common theme among the younger generation of Ak-Chin is the shame felt 
when trying to speak O’odham. Holly Antone, Museum Technician for the Ak-Chin Him-
Dak EcoMuseum, says of the younger generation, “Now that they’re trying to bring it 
back, for the younger generation, I feel that they’re kind of embarrassed to say 
words...I’ve been corrected, and you shouldn’t take that to heart, but I still get 
embarrassed.” Many O’odham youth are afraid to speak their language because of the 
possibility of being corrected or discouraged from speaking the language “wrong”. 
However, another point of view given by elder and Ak-Chin oral historian, Genevieve 
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Miguel, is that, “now that we’re under the Anglos, we think in English, and our youth are 
ashamed to use their own language.” Some older members of Ak-Chin also feel that the 
youth do not wish to learn O’odham or that they do not try to learn O’odham. These 
varying points of view from both sides of the spectrum in Ak-Chin, those of speakers and 
non-speakers, plays an interesting and important role in the revitalization of the language. 
As previously stated in regards to language policy, one must thoroughly understand how 
the Ak-Chin community arrived in the linguistic state it currently finds itself. The 
understanding of these attitudes are necessary not only to develop an effective language 
policy and plan, but also to develop effective teaching methods. As was once told by an 
O’odham elder, “these older O’odham have a different way of disciplining you. When 
they seem like they’re mad or getting on to you, they don’t mean it in a bad way. It’s just 
how they were taught to correct your mistakes, they’re really trying to help you.” This 
point of view is one that is not commonly understood by many Ak-Chin youth who have 
been exposed to external forms and practices in childhood education and discipline, 
mainly in off-reservation schools that all Ak-Chin students must attend after completing 
preschool. Reversely, there must be an understanding on the part of the older generations 
that Ak-Chin’s youth are not familiar with and do not respond to the techniques used to 
correct their language abilities. Discouragement in language learning has shown to be 
fatal to the process among many Ak-Chin members who often cite the fact that they were 
steered away from the language because of the way in which they were corrected. Ak-
Chin museum technician, Melanie Antone states, “When I was a kid, my parents and I 
were driving somewhere. And I remember I tried to say something about the rain, it was 
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raining at the time. I asked how to say it, and when I repeated it, my parents laughed at 
me. They though it was hilarious because I pronounced it wrong and ended up saying 
something about a frog. I guess it was kind of funny but it really hurt my feelings at the 
time because I was really trying to say it right.” This story shows another aspect of 
shaming younger aspiring speakers of O’odham in Ak-Chin. This shaming shies speakers 
away from their desire to speak O’odham. It is a desire held by many non-speakers and 
one that has proven to be fragile in the O’odham language learner. For these reasons an 
intergenerational understanding of traditional and contemporary issues and practices in 
language learning is vital in helping to foster a safe place for language learners in Ak-
Chin. The elders are still viewed as the key holders of the Ak-Chin culture and language, 
the youth are viewed as the survival of the community. The gap between the groups must 
be bridged in order to ensure that the O’odham language survives into the future. In their 
article “Indigenous Youth as Policy Makers," McCarty, Romero-Little, Warhol and 
Zepeda studied the effects of language usage and loss among Native American youth 
from different indigenous language communities including O’odham communities in the 
Gila River Indian Community and Tohono O’odham Nation. The article suggests that in 
making language policies, cues be taken from indigenous youth not only in their desire to 
restore their language, as an overwhelming majority of youth surveyed responded that 
their language was a very important component of their culture and should be revived, 
but also in their unique linguistic situations. Many of the youth experienced 
heteroglossia, hybridity and translanguaging in their every day lives (303). These are 
sociolinguistic practices common in the Ak-Chin Indian Community especially as it 
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concerns heteroglossia of dialects. A more in depth look at the implications of the above 
linguistic phenomena would be beneficial to Ak-Chin in devising a plan to tackle the 
“dialect problem” and find a common ground on which to move forward toward an 
official standard. 
 The last of the problems to be discussed here will be that of varying levels of 
interest among tribal members. Although there is a growing resurgence in interest in the 
importance of the O’odham language and its place within Ak-Chin society and culture, 
there is a low level of interest to actually learn the language, that is to say that many tribal 
members view concept of learning as “classroom learning," or sitting in a class learning 
the O’odham language from books and lectures. Fortunately, the desire to revive the 
O’odham language and the belief among many Ak-Chin Community members that the 




6 BEST PRACTICES IN INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE PLANNING AND POLICY 
 An important aspect of re-introducing the O’odham language into the Ak-Chin 
community is ensuring it has a place in the home. As Leanne Hinton states in her book 
Bringing Our Languages Home: Language Revitalization for Families, “…it is that step 
— of actually using the language in daily life at home — that is essential for true 
language revitalization” (Hinton, 2013). This step in language revitalization, however, 
can be one of the more difficult ones for families. When introducing language in a school 
setting a curriculum is often relied on and if planned and implemented accurately can 
lead to language acquisition in students. In planning home language revitalization, a 
different approach may be required to avoid the rigidity of a language curriculum in a 
familial setting. Language revitalizationists working with the Scottish Gaelic language in 
Europe and the indigenous Kawaiisu language of southern California have made great 
strides in bringing language learning and immersion back into the home. Both of these 
home language approaches are thoroughly reviewed in Indigenous Youth and 
Multilingualism: Language Identity, Ideology, and Practice in Dynamic Cultural Worlds 
(McCarty, Nichols, Wyman, 2014) 
 The Scottish Gaelic organization known as Táic (formerly the Comhairle Nan 
Scoiltean Araich) was formed in 1982 with the intention of promoting Gaelic language 
and culture, providing children with an education through the Gaelic language, creating 
Gaelic education materials and effective and innovative courses for individuals and 
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families to reclaim the Gaelic language. Using a technique referred to as Total Immersion 
Plus, Táic focused on language acquisition through meaningful and relatable every day 
situations rather than emphasizing grammatical drills. Gaelic was to be the only language 
used by teacher and student as Táic believed that veering into English would only stall a 
learner’s growth in the new language. Interestingly, Táic encouraged learners to stay on a 
language theme until completion, no themes or skills could be abandoned prematurely. 
This ensures the learner stays on track. In the mid 1980s Táic began to produce language 
courses for learners to help learn at home. Táic encouraged detailed family language 
planning to effectively re-introduce the Gaelic language to the home. This planning 
involves maintaining a level of consistency and defining clear language needs which 
would vary depending on the individual family situation. For families that registered to 
access Táic’s services, language learning and planning materials for the home were 
provided and field workers worked closely with families to outline each families 
language needs and evaluate progress. An important component of initiating a family 
plan was to recognize what linguistic background the family had. For families with fluent 
Gaelic speakers, family members who could understand but not speak Gaelic or for 
families with no previous knowledge of Gaelic, a language acquisition plan would be 
devised tailored to these aspects of the family dynamic. Participants in the Family 
Language Plan were encouraged to take a symbolic oath to speak only Gaelic whenever 
possible and were guided to compiling language resources beyond the home such as 
fluent family members, public spaces where Gaelic is used or publications or schools that 
taught the language. Consideration of good resources was dependent on how willing 
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these resources were to help learners in their language acquisition journey. (Macleoid, 
2013) 
 Táic’s programs were continuously evolving to meet the needs of their clients and 
in evaluating the progress of language learners and the effectiveness of their courses, Táic 
discovered an interesting phenomenon. Gaelic medium schools that had been established 
to teach students through the use of the Gaelic language had done a remarkable 
introducing the language to students in the school setting but failed to introduce 
meaningful language to be used beyond the classroom, namely, language that could be 
used in the home. This meant that language transmission was thus far limited almost a 
school related environment and as such the most important component of language 
revitalization was not being carried out — natural language use and transmission from 
parent to child in the home. This led to Táic developing language courses specific for 
parents to use in the home. These courses were aimed at parents, expectant parents and 
couples considering raising future children in a home Gaelic environment. Two courses 
were developed to achieve this goal; the Gaelic in the Home Course and the Altram 
Course. (Macleoid, 2013) 
 Gaelic in the home incorporated the same ideas of language plans and guided 
families to find effective ways to speak Gaelic in the home by providing learners with 
language skills focused on home life. These skills centered also included a social 
component for when one ventures beyond the home setting into doctors’ offices, local 
shops with Gaelic speaking proprietors, or visiting with friends and family in Gaelic. 
Although these courses were designed with families in mind, they were open to any 
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individual who wished to gain a better understanding and increased proficiency in the 
Gaelic language. Students were expected to devote quite a bit of time to the courses 
which lasted between six and nine weeks with a minimum of twenty hours of language 
input time weekly. Táic found this course to be effective in teaching the Gaelic language 
and that it offered a home based language course that did not replace or impede Gaelic 
learning in the school setting. (Macleoid, 2013) 
 The second course developed in conjunction with Gaelic in the Home was the 
Altram course. The Altram course was specifically designed for parents with very young 
children below the age of five. Expectant mothers at the start of gestation were also 
encouraged to take advantage of this course as Táic believed that language learning began 
even before birth in the womb. The course offered an unbelievably innovative approach 
to involving Gaelic language in the early stages of childhood development at home. The 
language focused specifically on typical settings between parents and children and were 
divided into three main areas; emotion, intellect and nurture. Each topic included ways 
for a parent to speak about things such as playing, feeding, exploring, changing, dressing, 
hygiene, etc. Gaelic language for these topics was previously lacking in other courses and 
in the Altram course, parents were equipped with the skills to be able to introduce Gaelic 
to children as a language not just of the home but of as a language of affection. Táic 
aimed at impressing upon parents that during a child’s early years he or she will acquire 
most of their first language thus making it the most crucial time for language acquisition. 
If followed through with successfully, Táic claimed that parents would be fluent speakers 
of Gaelic by the time the child was three years old. Again, this course did not seek to 
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replace or interfere with already existing Gaelic medium schooling but sought to 
compliment and prepare children and their parents for entrance into a Gaelic speaking 
school system. (Macleoid, 2013) 
 Táic’s efforts to create a home environment that valued the use of the Gaelic 
language were indeed effective and innovative in helping revive Gaelic and are among a 
growing number of language revival efforts focused on re-introducing a language into the 
home first and foremost. One such effort was designed for the endangered Kawaiisu 
language of southern California. The language had dwindled to a handful of speakers and 
to prevent the eventual extinction of the language, language activists devised a plan to 
introduce the language into descendants of Kawaiisu speakers. 
 California is home to the inventive Master-Apprentice program which aimed at 
reviving seriously endangered indigenous California languages by pairing a fluent first 
language speaker with a learner. The pair would spend a predesignated amount of time 
together every week to carry out every day tasks together in the target language. This 
would expose the learner to language in context and aimed at nurturing a student’s ability 
to actually speak the target language in relatable situations. Although an organic approach 
to language learning that does produce competency in an endangered language, the basis 
of the program is that it is carried out by no more than two people — the master and the 
apprentice. (Grant, Tuner, 2013) 
 For a family with a fluent Kawaiisu speaking grandmother, this one-on-one 
approach was not ideal for their purposes. Pairing up with a team of linguistics, cultural 
and language advocates and specialists in language acquisition, a Kawaiisu family living 
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away from other Kawaiisu speakers and revitalization programs became the pilot family 
for the Language at Home program proposed by professor of linguistics at UC Berkeley, 
Leanne Hinton, in 2008. This program aimed at developing a method that could be used 
by entire families with access to at least one fluent speaking family member. This 
approach could reach more learners than the Master-Apprentice program and had the 
potential to exponentially grow the number of speakers of an endangered language. 
(Grant, Tuner, 2013) 
 The Kawaiisu family chosen for this experimental program were offered training 
by experts on best practices in immersion language teaching and learning. These practices 
involved teaching in real world contexts such as cooking, eating, or recreation and 
revolved around the needs of the family. These needs were determined in initial 
orientation meetings where the family came together to designate important language 
skills and themes, schedules, resources and materials — all of which would serve as the 
Family Language Plan draft. Milestones were decided upon and deadlines and time 
frames were avoided so as not to rush the language learning experience causing undue 
stress on the learner. The Language at Home project was designed to last up to three years 
and the family would receive consistent training and support along the way to ensure the 
transmission of the Kawaiisu language. New immersion techniques were learned on a 
monthly basis by the Kawaiisu speaking family member and were later introduced 
through engaging activities to the rest of the family. Family members recommended the 
development of language CD’s to learn phrases and vocabulary for important topics. 
These were recorded by the Kawaiisu speaker and distributed to family members to use 
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during periods between language learning family gatherings. Another essential 
component to this program was that it involved mentoring and support from Kawaiisu 
individuals who had previously learned the language through the Master-Apprentice 
program. These individuals served as role models for the language learners who aspired 
to reach fluency as the Kawaiisu mentors did. (Grant, Tuner, 2013) 
 At the end of each milestone, the Kawaiisu family was evaluated through the use 
of video recording to check that students had acquired the language skills set forth in a 
given milestone. These were reviewed by the family’s support team (linguistics, language 
activists, teaching specialists) which gave feedback on how to approach teaching in 
future activities. In one activity, the Kawaiisu speaker taught family members Kawaiisu 
numbers and vocabulary to be used at the dinner table by engaging in an activity that had 
the learners set a table in Kawaiisu. The Kawaiisu speaker was oriented on how to 
introduce language, correct language and encourage learners in the activity. (Grant, 
Tuner, 2013) 
 Although results of this pilot Language at Home program yielded faster results 
than the Master-Apprentice program, it was not without its setbacks and challenges. 
There were obstacles in getting everyone together at the same time to take advantage of 
language learning activities. The Kawaiisu speaker always took it upon herself to be 
inclusive of all family wishing to learn, however this led to varying levels of competency 
in the language while other family members dropped out all together. Another challenge 
was the notion of language learning associated with the traditionally American view of 
education taking place in a classroom environment. Some activities became discussions 
"60
in English where the Kawaiisu speaker and family members assumed a more “traditional” 
role of teacher and student. This was generally remedied by encouraging “dress 
rehearsals” where the Kawaiisu speaker would act out a language lesson in front of the 
support team for suggestions on how to effectively implement the lesson when the time 
came to gather with the family. Ultimately, the Language at Home program showed 
promising results and should be considered a useful method for aspiring language 
revitalizationists. This program created a space in the home for the Kawaiisu language, 
however creating language learning and speaking spaces beyond the home should be 
given equal attention to ensure language is alive in all levels of Indigenous society and 
interaction. (Grant, Tuner, 2013) 
 A common question posed by Arizona State University professor and Indigenous 
language revitalizationist, Dr. Eunice Romero-Little, is “Where can you go to hear your 
language spoken?”. In the case of Ak-Chin, this question is a reminder of the quick pace 
in which language shift has occurred. There are very few public spaces in Ak-Chin that 
are exclusively O’odham speaking spaces in the sense that speaking English is actively 
discouraged. When speakers get together they may often prefer to speak O’odham but 
often switch to English in the presence of non-O’odham speakers. For this reason, it is 
equally advantageous to create a space for learning to access to speak O’odham beyond 
home and school. For many young O’odham in Ak-Chin, this question is not so easily 
answered. The majority of the non-O’odham speaking population is found among the 
younger generations of Ak-Chin and as Ak-Chin is a relatively young community in 
terms of age (according the United States census, the median age of Ak-Chin community 
"61
members was 23 years in 2010) it is imperative to create O’odham speaking spaces 
geared toward younger aspiring O’odham speakers. For Inuit youth, creating such spaces 
became a youth led initiative to revive their heritage language.  
 Beginning in the early 2000s linguist Shelley R. Tulloch began researching the 
sociolinguistic situation of Inuit youth involved in the Inuit Circumpolar Youth Council 
(ICYC). The ICYC was formed in the 1990s as an offshoot of the Inuit Circumpolar 
Council (ICC). Both were formed as non-governmental organizations that advocated for 
Inuit issues internationally in Russia, the United States, Canada and Greenland. In terms 
of language vitality and usage, almost all varieties of the Inuit language (of which there 
are several dialects and sub-dialects) were considered threatened except for Kalaallisut 
(Greenlandic) which was declared by the Greenlandic government as not endangered. 
Many Inuit communities felt it a trying task to balance the heritage language and the 
imposed colonial language equally. As a response to the dwindling numbers of Inuit 
speakers, the ICYC coordinated thE Inuit Circumpolar Youth Symposium on Inuit 
Language (ICYSIL) held in 2005 brought together youth delegates from all parts of the 
Inuit homeland to discuss language related issues. The ICYSIL was the first of its kind to 
be initiated, coordinated and for which funding was secured by youth. During the first 
ICYSIL twenty Inuit delegates from Greenland, the US and Alaska came together with 
the primary objective of broadening youth understanding of Inuit language and culture. 
The Inuit youth secured guest speakers and language specialists who were mostly Inuit 
themselves as well as activities which included elder speakers to come and listen to the 
youth discuss their language concerns. An exchange of ideas and information occurred 
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alongside the formation of a support group where each participant pledged to continue 
working toward Inuit fluency and developing language initiatives in their home 
communities. One interesting and original way to develop language use among youth was 
the ICYSIL “hipification” strategy which aimed at supporting Inuktitut culture and 
language as a “cool” component to modern Inuit identity. Another objective of the 
hipification strategy was to instill in youth a sense of language as a right and not as 
something belonging exclusively to the elder generation. (Tulloch, 2014) 
 At the second ICYSIL a few years later, ICYC members built upon previous 
commitments to language revitalization while inviting input from adult language activists 
whom the youth looked up to, individuals and groups that had implemented successful 
language initiatives, elders, teachers and other individuals who were fighting to safeguard 
the Inuit language. Youth only roundtable discussions were held as a way to discuss youth 
language issues and brainstorm ideas on how to further revive the Inuit language. These 
roundtable discussions served as a “safe space” for youth who wanted to avoid outside 
criticisms and discouragement however well meaning they may be. Attendants of the 
second ICYSIL vowed to support one another and not give up on each other in their goal 
to revitalize the Inuit language. Between ICYSIL gatherings, ICYC members also 
participated in an ICC General Assembly, held once every four years, the outcome of 
which was a promise from the ICC to support youth initiatives in language revitalization. 
(Tulloch, 2014) 
 In the subsequent Arctic Indigenous Language Symposium (AILS) and Nunavut 
Language Summit (NLS), ICYC were present and were a powerful representation of Inuit 
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youth’s voice. During the AILS, youth shared information and success stories with other 
youth while outlining priorities in language revitalization. Youth participants also 
brainstormed recommendations to revive Indigenous language from a youth perspective. 
At the NLS, youth openly accepted help from Inuit speaking elders in their activities and 
met to examine strategies to respond to language needs. These strategies were presented 
to the NLS during the closing activities and effectively relayed the youth’s stance on the 
linguistic situation facing Inuit communities. Of these meetings, a language learning 
application was developed as part of youth recommendations. (Tulloch, 2014) 
 In initiating youth led action the ICYC members effected a number of changes for 
the betterment of their communities through reclaiming the Inuit language. Inuit youth 
created networks to support one another in their language revival efforts, efforts which 
were noticed and taken into consideration by the Greenlandic Language Secretariat and 
the Nunavut Department of Culture, Language, Elders and Youth as well as being used to 
lobby in the United States for the Recovery and Preservation of Native American 
Languages hearing of 2006. Inuit elders began to value and welcome youth engagement 
in language planning. As Louis Tapardjuk stated at the inaugural ICYSIL, “The Inuit 
language belongs to you just as much as it belongs to your Elders. It is your language to 
shape and to change so that you are able to talk to each other about what matters most 
young people today” (Tulloch, 158). Through youth led initiatives in language revival 
youth learned about their linguistic rights and became in essence language policy makers 
at the community level — their choices in language use would dictate what role the Inuit 
language would play in the lives of modern Inuit youth. Youth became empowered in 
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their efforts to effectuate change to reclaim their heritage culture and language while 
simultaneously invoking a sense of pride in Inuit youth for their culture as well as for 
their hard work in helping to safeguard the Inuit way of life. The ICYC serves as an 
excellent example of a language initiative which sought to create a space in the 
community where the Indigenous language was valued and supported and in which 
individuals were encouraged to use the language as much as possible. As demonstrated 
by the ICYC, youth had cultivated the power and influence to necessitate Indigenous 
leaders to initiate change in language revitalization efforts. Inuit youth were able to draw 
upon the power of governmental officials to create support for and commitment to 
language revitalization. (Tulloch, 2014) 
 Tribal Government officials can serve as community role models in the 
revitalization of an Indigenous language. As leaders, community members look to these 
officials for guidance and to set an example for the entirety of a nation’s membership. 
There are various illustrations of tribal leaders taking the initiative to send a positive 
message to community members that the Indigenous language is supported by the 
leadership. 
 In the 1980s Navajo linguist Alyse Neundorf conducted a study on the 
sociolinguistic views of Navajos toward translation between Navajo and English. 
Neundorf found that translating from English to Navajo was regarded by Navajos as less 
important and associated with a lower social status while translation from Navajo to 
English was seen as a way to power. Despite this negative view of the social status, 
Navajo language was still expected of high ranking government officials within the 
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Navajo language. English was found in many situations, for example official statements 
and information was often relayed in English but speeches and opinions were often 
offered in Navajo although English interpreters were regularly relied upon for those who 
did not speak Navajo. (McCarty, 2013) 
 Among New Mexico Pueblos gubernatorial affairs often incorporate elements of 
secular and traditional leadership. Leaders are regularly expected to hold an appreciation 
for Pueblo traditions and as such are expected to be well versed in the local language. 
Association with government based activities often correlates with language competency. 
This support at the governmental level can be of great use and importance to community 
level language initiatives who see the language as an essential part of community 
leadership. (McCarty, 2013) 
 In the case of the Cherokee language in the Cherokee Nation, a myriad of official 
and unofficial language policies abound which help contribute to a more amplified 
language presence resulting in an increased amount of language resources. For many 
Cherokees in the Cherokee Nation, language is a way to exercise sovereignty as 
Cherokee people. As Teresa McCarty states in Language Planning and Policy in Native 
America, “The support of influential leaders not only promotes the use and learning of 
the language, but also an understanding of the role it plays in contemporary life. As a 
result, Cherokee language-revitalization efforts have a greater potential for long-lasting 
sustainability” (McCarty, 22). Alongside home based language revitalization efforts and 
tribal government level support, introducing adequate and effective language input in the 
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school system must also be considered for a well-rounded language revitalization 
initiative. (McCarty, 2013) 
 An essential aspect of language revitalization is that of providing an educational 
experience for heritage language learners where their culture’s epistemological views are 
valued and around which curricula are designed to give students a space to learn and 
express themselves through Indigenous thought in the Indigenous language. For many 
communities, this type of education is merely a dream as Indigenous students are often 
placed in public or BIA schools which de-emphasize the importance Indigenous cultures 
and experiences. One instance of a successful Native oriented school, however, can be 
found in the example set forth by the Rough Rock Demonstration School which was 
founded on the Navajo Nation to bring Navajo language and culture into the classroom. 
 In her book A Place to be Navajo, Teresa McCarty outlines the origins of the 
Rough Rock Demonstration School. Planning for the Rough Rock school began in the 
early 1960s. The school was originally a BIA school which was to be run as other BIA 
schools on the Navajo Nation. Around the same time a Navajo centered approach to 
curriculum development and implementation had been discussed and lobbied for by 
Navajo language supporters and activists to be applied at the school in the Navajo 
community of Lukachukai. The curriculum aimed to develop leadership and economic 
development in the local Navajo community while incorporating elements of Navajo 
culture and language. Although the project seemed promising in the beginning, 
jurisdictional disputes at Lukachukai cut the life of the project short. Originally designed 
as a three year project, BIA officials felt pressured to continue the project to completion. 
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The solution to this situation was to move the project to the newly constructed school at 
Rough Rock. The Rough Rock Demonstrations School opened in 1966 as a boarding 
school with only one English speaking student. The Rough Rock school was designed as 
an open space, a school of the people, where local talents and resources were cultivated. 
A community was built around the school in contrast to the traditionally closed format 
schools supported. A school garden was begun by the Rough Rock students who planted 
and cared for crops which they later sold to community members. A poultry farm was 
also worked by the students who sold poultry and eggs to locals. A number of training 
programs were initiated at Rough Rock for the local community which included adobe 
brick making and furniture and toy making which then translated to building new 
facilities for school programs and purchasing furniture and toys by the BIA to be 
distributed to preschool programs on the Navajo Nation. Traditional arts classes were 
begun to promote the production of Navajo rugs, moccasins, silversmithing, and pottery 
among others. These were often purchased by the school to sell on behalf of the artists. 
These programs developed local artisans in traditional arts which helped to boost the 
local economy. The school valued traditional Navajo beliefs and practices which were 
promoted in the school dormitories by visiting dormitory assistants. Parents from the 
local community would rotate shifts of eight weeks to serve as dormitory care givers. 
These parents watched over the students and served to provide moral guidance rooted in 
Navajo thought. Through these practices Navajo knowledge was valued over formal 
education in my aspects. Ideas of Navajo kinship principles helped to encourage a sense 
of openness at the Rough Rock school. The school often offered assistance to local 
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community members in times of need and helped to provide easier access of essential 
items such as gas and livestock feed by purchasing these and reselling at a discounted 
price. Programs such as the Navajo Mental Health Project secured funding to train future 
Navajo healers by pairing young Navajos with locally acknowledged and respected 
traditional healers. This program helped to incorporate Navajo beliefs into one’s 
educational career while fostering a sense of well-being as it pertains to traditional 
Navajo ideas of health and wellness. Local community members were often hired for 
their knowledge of Navajo ways even though they may not have received a formal 
education which aided in promoting a sense of cultural pride in Navajo individuals who 
benefitted from the increased social status of obtaining school related employment. 
Navajo speaking teachers were hired to increase language input in the school setting 
while training non-speakers to speak, read and write the Navajo language — an essential 
component of indigenous education at Rough Rock. The Rough Rock Demonstration 
School also encouraged non-Navajo teachers to stay with local families for a few days to 
gain a deeper of understanding of every day Navajo life that their students were most 
familiar with. (McCarty, 2010) 
 An enduring obstacle for the Rough Rock Demonstration School, however, was 
the lack of adequate Navajo language resources to teach in the school. Obtaining an 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1967 grant, the school founded the Navajo 
Curriculum Center which was devoted to the production of Navajo language materials. 
These materials included children’s literature and culturally relevant texts which relied on 
the help of local artists to illustrate the books. These materials were especially helpful in 
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the beginning phase of the Rough Rock curriculum. In the early stages of education, all 
instruction is provided in the Navajo language. The majority of elementary education is 
then given half in Navajo and half in English. High School level students are then ready 
to incorporate their language skills into Navajo research projects and apprenticeships. 
(McCarty, 2010) 
 Although there were obstacles and challenges in evaluating and implementing 
effective Navajo curriculum at Rough Rock, the impetus behind the school and the 
foundation for the school’s educational approach is truly one of a kind. A school 
incorporating traditional values, beliefs and practices while instilling a sense of pride in 
one’s culture and language have helped Rough Rock to maintain an open space for 
Navajo students and the local Navajo community. This openness translated to educational 
and economic opportunities not only for students of the Rough Rock Demonstration 
School but also for residents of the surrounding community. Ultimately this approach 
served to de-stigmatize Indigenous views of Western education which is often associated 
with the eradication of Indigenous epistemology. At Rough Rock, students were not 
expected to forsake their traditions for assimilation into the dominant society — students 
were introduced to the dominant society while rooted in their heritage culture. Valuing 
Navajo language and customs served to ensure a truly Indigenous based educational 
experience for Navajo students. (McCarty, 2010) 
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CHAPTER 7 
7 INCLUDING HIMDAG IN AK-CHIN LANGUAGE PLANNING AND POLICY 
 As Grenoble and Whaley state in Saving Languages: An Introduction to 
Language Revitalization, “A critical piece of establishing appropriate goals is a clear 
articulation of what community members want to do with their language” (48). This also 
means that an in-depth look at how community members best learn a language should be 
evaluated and compared to existing successful methods of language revitalization. In this, 
Ak-Chin can better tailor its efforts in language revitalization to its own membership.  
 Most learners leave community based programs with little knowledge of the 
language and are often only able to identify colors, animals, numbers and introduce 
themselves in O’odham. These, of course, are all useful components to speaking 
O’odham, however, they are a far cry from fluency which is the level of language 
competency often desired by many community members. A new assessment of the 
O’odham language which analyzes not only statistics but also sociolinguistic practices 
and effectively incorporates community feedback on what language revitalization should 
look like in Ak-Chin should be undertaken by the appropriate tribal departments. Ak-
Chin would also benefit from a serious and honest analysis of its desire to revitalize the 
O’odham language and what efforts and commitments it plans to dedicate itself to 
achieve this goal remembering that, “the overall success of any revitalization program 
depends on the motivation of the future speakers and the community which supports 
them” (Grenoble and Whaley 20). 
"71
 In Ak-Chin, language revitalization policy can sometimes be hampered by ideas 
of “leaking the language” to the outside world — a concern held by some in Ak-Chin 
who regard the language as something to be protected and reserved for the O’odham 
people only. As Rebecca Blum Martinez notes in her paper, “Whose Language Is It 
Anyway?” language is a matter of sovereignty for some New Mexican Pueblos that found 
themselves in the midst of a heated debate with local schools who tried to include the 
teaching of their language in public schools outside of the Pueblos. The tribal leaders 
immediately objected to this move as they were not involved in the decision making 
process. Many of these leaders felt that the language was “property” of the Pueblos and 
not of any outside entities. At the root of this situation was the idea that Pueblos are more 
than just a cultural group but a political entity as well that must defend their cultural 
rights. Ak-Chin, although never in this exact situation, often finds the lines of culture and 
politics blurred as it moves forward into the future. (Martinez, 2000)  
 Another frontier of language revitalization explored by the Ak-Chin Indian 
Community which has faced backlash due to ideas of social exclusion of non-O’odham is 
that of technology. Technological advancements made in language learning in Ak-Chin 
include the development of a language application that can be used on Apple products. 
The application itself is a good resource, but some view it as a replacement of other 
forms of language learning. It has sometimes been perceived as a mobile language 
teacher that can be used in the comfort of one’s own home. Although this can be true to a 
certain extant, it is by no means a comprehensive resources which is often not discussed 
with those interested. The application teaches only the very basics of colors, numbers, 
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animals and basic phrases such as greetings and while a good starting point for second 
language learners is by no means a stand alone resource to O’odham fluency. With the 
large amount of work being done to digitize, document and teach indigenous American 
languages through a variety of technology based formats, the only technological resource 
being pursued is the aforementioned application, which itself faced some opposition due 
in part to many tribal members avoiding the digitalization of the O’odham language for 
fear the language will be distributed beyond the boundaries of the Ak-Chin Indian 
Community into the hands of people who many deem should not know the O’odham 
language. This leads back to a sociolinguistic phenomena in which language is often seen 
as an identity marker, even among those who are not fluent, and the learning or teaching 
of the language outside of the heritage group is sometimes viewed as a conflict or threat 
to O’odham identity. 
 However, the use of technology should not be underestimated. Technological 
components in language revitalization efforts can be used for everything from lesson plan 
development to community dictionary development. Another useful aspect of technology 
in the language revitalization setting is that it can be used to connect communities for 
sharing information in language revitalization efforts (Grenoble and Whaley 190). Within 
the Ak-Chin Indian Community, this could mean connecting to speakers of O’odham in 
other O’odham communities which otherwise would be too far to visit on a regular basis. 
For these reasons, a deeper look at how technology can benefit Ak-Chin may help to 
assuage suspicion of its usage in reviving the O’odham language.  
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 It is imperative for the Ak-Chin Indian Community to adopt a language policy 
which plans for language usage in the Ak-Chin Indian Community as a sovereign 
political and cultural entity to ensure the survival of the O’odham language into the 
future. The Ak-Chin people are now at a crossroads where the decision to plan for an 
effective language policy could mean the loss or revival of the indigenous language and 
with it a large piece of the Ak-Chin culture. The people of Ak-Chin people are now in the 
position to make effective use of their status as a Native sovereign nation to enforce such 
a policy for the protection of their cultural heritage. 
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CHAPTER 8 
8 DECOLONIZING FUTURE METHODS 
 In reclaiming the heritage language of a community, one must also consider how 
to do this in terms of decolonizing language revitalization methodology. Revisiting 
Reclaiming Indigenous Voice and Vision Laenui offers guidelines to reclaim Indigenous 
heritage through decolonization. The first step toward decolonization is Rediscovery. 
Laenui argues that Indigenous communities must rediscover there cultural heritage. They 
must pick apart the mainstream stereotype of Native Americans from their respective 
tribal customs and history and find pride in their traditions. Within the Ak-Chin Indian 
Community, this can come in the form of the revival of the O’odham language amongst 
the Ak-Chin people. To rediscover one’s language is to rediscover one’s culture. There is 
no language in the world that is unable to adequately and accurately describe and relay 
cultural information about the culture to which it is specifically tailored. Languages take 
centuries to develop and are molded around the societies of the people that speak them. 
For the Ak-Chin O’odham, relearning their language will bring with it not only the 
opportunity to express one’s self in O’odham, but the ability to think and view the 
surrounding world through an O’odham lens. When we learn the language of the 
colonizer, we learn his thought process. We learn to reason like him, we forget to see the 
side of our ancestors. Part of the decolonization process for the Ak-Chin O’odham must 
be the reinstatement of the original O’odham language to begin to dismantle the Euro-
centric mindset plaguing our people in modern times.  
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 The second process in decolonizing as written by Laenui is the process of 
Mourning. Laenui describes mourning past wrongs, past historical trauma and any other 
past negative experiences contributing to the colonized state of being as critical in being 
able to move forward as Indigenous peoples in a positive manner. In her work on the 
intergenerational effects of the internment camp era in Japanese-American history, Donna 
K Nagata suggests that a way to heal from this historical trauma is to focus on the family 
to, “unburden relationships by encouraging dialogues among family members whereby 
protected, hidden and even unconscious conflicts of loyalty obligations, myths and 
legends can surface and be examined” (Nagata 125). She also describes placing 
importance on the personal narratives of the survivor’s of internment camps. This, she 
suggests, will help in aiding in an understanding of the actions of the narrators, or the 
O’odham speaking generation. This might give the English speaking generation a better 
understanding of why they were not given their language. As Ak-Chin Him-Dak Museum 
Technician, Melanie Antone, puts it, “I was hurt that I wasn’t taught my language. Both 
of my parents know the language and I felt that they thought that maybe I wasn’t smart 
enough or good enough to learn the language”. Often, there is a lack of understanding 
between generations as to why English became the popular choice over O’odham. There 
is also a feeling of unwillingness felt on the part of the O’odham speaking generation in 
regards to the English speaking generation. Many O’odham speakers feel that the English 
speaking younger generations have no desire, or “don’t try to learn” O’odham. The idea 
that one does not try to learn his or her language can be a matter of how the language is 
being taught, rather than the lack of desire to learn. These issues are among the many that 
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must be discussed by the people of Ak-Chin before they continue on in the direction 
toward language revitalization.  
 The third step in decolonization to be undertaken is that of Dreaming. Laenui 
describes this process as the act of visioning what Indigenous communities can and 
should look like on the other side of decolonization. These dreams or visions are 
community specific, and are not uniform expectations held by Indigenous communities 
across the country. These dreams are also not necessarily held by every member of a 
specific community. There may be wildly differing goals and dreams amongst the people 
of any given Indigenous community. In Ak-Chin, this visioning process of cultural 
reclamation and decolonization has not been thoroughly discussed or planned, however, 
some within the community have voiced their desires for the future of Ak-Chin. Oral 
Historian, Geneveive Miguel, says that her dream for the Ak-Chin Indian Community is, 
“to see the younger generation talk straight O’odham. To see any of these younger kids 
talk to an elder someone that’s going to talk to them in only the O’odham language.” 
Miguel makes an excellent point held by many in the Ak-Chin community that the 
O’odham language can be fully brought back to Ak-Chin. Whereas some feel that 
conversational skills or knowledge of a few words and phrases is adequate, Miguel’s 
dream is in line with the decolonization process of removing the colonizing language 
from our daily discourse amongst one another. Although English has become a global 
language and is essential in some regards to navigate the “outside” world, Miguel 
suggests that there is no reason it should take precedence over the possibility of a new 
fluent O’odham speaking generation in Ak-Chin’s future.  
"77
 The fourth step in the process of decolonization is Commitment. According to 
Laenui, Commitment takes place when an Indigenous community decides on the 
direction it would like to go toward as a group. In terms of language loss and 
revitalization, this step is vital for Ak-Chin’s efforts at reviving the O’odham language. 
The Ak-Chin people must themselves decide what they would like from their language, 
they alone are the sole determiners of the future of the O’odham language in Ak-Chin and 
must form a consensus on how, when, and why the O’odham language can and should be 
used. Commitment in the Ak-Chin context involves more than a decision on the role of 
language within the Ak-Chin community, but also requires action to be properly fulfilled.  
 The idea of Action is the last of the processes described by Laenui on the road to 
decolonization. Laenui describes this process as the implementation of the dream after it 
has been committed to. What does this mean for the people of Ak-Chin? Ak-Chin must 
actively, consciously, and relentlessly commit to action in bringing the language back — 
should they so choose it is worth saving. Language revitalization is a community specific 
process, and the decision to revive a language is just as important and can have as many 
side-effects as the decision to leave behind the same language had in the past. Action, 
however, comes in the form of doing. It comes in the form of teaching, in making a real 
effort to revitalize a language. It cannot be confined to word lists and nursery rhymes, if a 
language is to be revived it must be a total revitalization — a revitalization that requires 
an immense amount of effort and work on the part of the revitalizers. Those O’odham 
speakers within the Ak-Chin community who wish to hear their language spoken on a 
daily basis by the majority must realize that the realization of this dream begins in the 
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imparting of the language to the next generation. Not through sporadically learning a 
word or phrase in the O’odham language will O’odham be rescued from its march toward 
linguistic death, but through the abandonment of the English language in daily life within 
the Ak-Chin community. This is the way our ancestors learned, and this is the way we 
must learn. If we are committed to our language, the speech given to us at creation by our 




 What will become of the Ak-Chin Community should the O’odham language be 
lost? Leona Kakar states, “Ak-Chin would be just like one of the cities. No one would 
really know about the culture or about how we used to live.” However, will the loss of 
language really signify the loss of culture? Will future Ak-Chin people be completely 
devoid of their heritage without a fluent command of their heritage language? 
 In his work concerning the Peoplehood Model, Tom Holm cites the Lumbee of 
North Carolina as an indigenous group who have lost their heritage language yet still 
function and view themselves as a distinct cultural group. Holm argues that language can 
be internalized and manipulated to reflect the needs and ideologies of any community. 
(Holm, Pearson, & Chavis, 2003) This leads to the idea that European languages can BE 
altered to express the culture of Indigenous communities and that fluency in one’s 
language is not needed to function fully as an Indigenous person.  
 This suggestion seems to befit the experience of the Ak-Chin O’odham in their 
linguistic situation. Every day there are Ak-Chin O’odham who live their lives in the 
English language and still identify with the O’odham culture rather than the mainstream 
American one. English speaking Ak-Chin O’odham have adapted the English language to 
include cultural concepts, traditional dialogue techniques and indigenous world views. 
This has been done largely by “modeling” the English after the O’odham language with a 
unique form of intonation, speech patterns and set of vocabulary words not readily 
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understandable to the general English speaking population outside of the Ak-Chin 
boundaries which begs the question, why is the language important?  
 Culturally, it seems, the influence of the English language has caused a very 
noticeable decline in language and traditional ways of life, but is it completely 
supplanting the Ak-Chin epistemology? The research gathered for the purposes of this 
paper suggests that it may not. Perhaps the Ak-Chin community has found itself in the 
transitionary phase between languages when the new language, in this case English, is 
still being adapted and manipulated for the use of the Ak-Chin people. If this is the case 
with the Ak-Chin language, why are there efforts to revitalize the language? Why are 
younger generations so eager to learn more of the language? This may be due to the fact 
that the O’odham language is considered something of an audible form of identification. 
The O’odham language is spoken in various, mutually intelligible dialects which signal to 
the listener where a speaker comes from. These are intangible ways to express not only 
one’s thoughts through language, but to immerse every word in pride for one’s 
community and provenance.  
 In the O’odham language, Himdag is often translated as “culture” or “way of 
life," and although these are adequate translations, the word itself is derived from the 
O’odham word him meaning to walk alluding to the O’odham epistemological viewpoint 
that life is a journey undertaken by everyone and their himdag (culture) describes the way 
in which this journey is carried out. Today, many Ak-Chin O’odham believe that their 
ancestry extends to the time of the Hohokam culture, which would suggest over a 
millennium of survival and existence in the deserts of Arizona. It is telling their himdag 
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has been the very factor in allowing them to walk through the past centuries, and it must 
be with this same himdag that they walk into the future as a culturally, politically and 
sociologically distinct group grounded in the traditions of their ancestors and the hopes 
for their descendants.  
 In Ak-Chin, there has been no formal or informal talk, symposium, meeting, 
discussion, or presentation to encourage the exchange of ideas and comments as to why 
we should rescue our language. Some believe that it is a hopeless cause, others believe 
we will not survive without it. However, we must come together as a single united people 
to determine what we want from our language and what we owe to it and to ourselves. 
Although many reasons exist for language revitalization, one such reason that can be 
important for the decolonization process in Ak-Chin is its healing power. Returning our 
language back to the people whom it was meant for may prove to help heal some of the 
wounds inflicted in the historically traumatic events that led to its loss. Returning our 
language may give the O’odham speaking generation a sense of hope that their language 
will survive, while simultaneously giving their English speaking children the linguistic 
identity they were never allowed in their formative years. Ak-Chin is at a crucial point in 
its history in regards to language loss, and as many in the O’odham culture believe that 
our language holds power to change the outcome of certain situations, so too do I believe 
that our language holds power to heal the wounds and scars left behind on our collective 
hearts and minds as a result of colonization. 
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